



GROUPTHINK — the psychological 
drive for consensus at any cost that 
suppresses dissent and appraisal of 
alternatives in cohesive decision- 
making groups. 


The results of this small-group 
phenomenon often spell disaster, says 
author Irving L. Janis. GROUPTHINK 
paved the way for sorcie of the major N - 
U.S. fiascoes of recentaecades: the 
Korean War stalemate, the escalation 
of the Vietnam War, the failure to be 
prepared for the attack on Pearl 
Harbor, and the Bay of Pigs blunder. 
Yet there are cases, such as the 
handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis 

, i 

and the formulation of the Marshall 
Plan, where GROUPTHINK was 

avoided. 

• * 

It is through documented portrayal 
of these cases of the invasion and 
avoidance of GROUPTHINK that Irving 
Janis builds his hypothesis and offers 
suggestions for counteraction. 
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Preface 


The main theme of this book occurred to me while reading Arthur M. 
Schlesingcr’s chapters on the Bay of Pigs in A Thousand Days. At first, I 
was puzzled: How could bright, shrewd men like John F. Kennedy and his 
advisers be taken in by the CIA’s stupid, patchwork plan? I began to won¬ 
der whether some kind of psychological contagion, similar to social con¬ 
formity phenomena observed in studies of small groups, had interfered with 
their mental alertness. I kept thinking about the implications of this notion 
until one day I found myself talking about it, in a seminar of mine on 
group psychology at Yale University. I suggested that the poor decision¬ 
making performance of the men at those White House meetings might be 
akin to the lapses in judgment of ordinary citizens who become more con¬ 
cerned with retaining the approval of the fellow members of their work 
group than with coming up with good solutions to the tasks at hand. 

Shortly after that, when I reread Schlesingcrs account, I was struck by 
some observations that earlier had escaped my notice. These observations 
began to fit a specific pattern of concurrence-seeking behavior that had im¬ 
pressed me time and again in my research on other kinds of face-to-face 
groups, particularly when a “wc-feeling” of solidarity is running high. Addi¬ 
tional accounts of the Bay of Pigs yielded more such observations, leading 
me to conclude that group processes had been subtly at work, preventing 
the members of Kennedy’s team from debating the real issues posed by the 
CIA's plan ami from carefully appraising its serious risks. 

I hen in Joseph de Rivera’s The Psychological Dimension of Foreign 
Policy, I found an impressive example of excluding a deviant from Tru¬ 
man’s group of advisers during the period of the ill-fated Korean War de¬ 
cisions. IV Rivera’s comments about the group’s behavior prompted me to 
look luilliei into that series of decisions ami soon I encountered evidence 
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of other manifestations of group processes, like those apparently operating 
in the Bay of Pigs decision. 

By this time, I was sufficiently fascinated by what I began to call the 
groupthink hypothesis to start looking into a fairly large number of histori¬ 
cal parallels. I selected for intensive analysis two additional United States 
foreign-policy decisions and again found consistent indications of the same 
kind of detrimental group processes. 

The first section of this book presents four case studies of major fiascoes, 
resulting from poor decisions made during the administrations of four 
American presidents — Franklin D. Roosevelt (failure to be prepared for 
the attack on Pearl Harbor), Harry S Truman (the invasion of North 
Korea), John F. Kennedy (the Bay of Pigs invasion), and Lyndon B. John¬ 
son (escalation of the Vietnam War). Each of these decisions was a group 
product, issuing from a series of meetings of a small body of government 
officials and advisers who constituted a cohesive group. And in each in¬ 
stance, the members of the policy-making group made incredibly gross 
miscalculations about both the practical and moral consequences of their 
decisions. 

The second section, for comparative purposes, presents two case studies 
of well worked out decisions made by similar groups whose members made 
realistic appraisals of the consequences. One of these is the course of action 
chosen by the Kennedy administration during the Cuban missile crisis in 
October 1962. This decision, made by almost the same cast of characters 
that had approved the Bay of Pigs invasion plan in 1961, was arrived at 
very carefully, in a group atmosphere conducive to independent critical 
thinking, unlike that which prevailed in the earlier decision. Similarly, the 
second counterpoint example deals with the hardheaded way that planning 
committees in the Truman administration evolved the Marshall Plan in 


1948. These two case studies indicate that policy-making groups do not 
always suffer the adverse consequences of group processes, that the quality 
of the group’s decision-making activities depends upon current conditions 
that influence the group atmosphere. 

The case studies are based mainly on secondary sources — memoirs and 
published documents, such as the Pentagon Papers — which are familiar to 
scholars who have studied these foreign-policy decisions. What I try to do 
is Lo show how the evidence at hand can be viewed as forming a consistent 
psychological pattern, in the light of what is known about group dynamics. 
Consequently, w'cll-known historical facts, along with some less well-known 
observations that have generally been passed over as unimportant, arc in¬ 
terpreted in a way quite different from how such facts are treated in the 
writings of historians and political scientists who have studied the various 
policy decisions. 

Since my purpose is to describe and explain the psychological piocesscs 
that arc at work, rather than to establish historical continuities, 1 do not 
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present the case studies in chronological order. The sequence I use was 
chosen to convey step-by-step the implications of group dynamics hypoth¬ 
eses. 

When writing a book about historic errors, one can hardly avoid becom¬ 
ing preoccupied with the errors of written history. I was repeatedly re¬ 
minded of George Bernard Shaw’s remark that when an historian had to 
rely on one document he was safe, but if there were two to be consulted he 
was in difficulty, and if three were available his position was hopeless. For 
each case study in this book, many more than three historical documents 
are available, and more than three historical accounts were consulted. And, 
of course, major fiascoes resulting from apparent errors of judgment invite 
controversies about what happened and why. Furthermore, the relevant 
documents are likely to be distorted to some unknown extent by partisan 
bias. One must rely mainly on the contemporary and retrospective accounts 
by the group members themselves — minutes of the meetings, diaries, 
memoirs, letters, and prepared statements given to investigating commit¬ 
tees — many of which arc likely to have been written with an eye to the 
author’s own place in history. The documents most needed for testing group 
dynamics hypotheses are verbatim records of formal group meetings and of 
informal conversations among the members. But such records, if they exist, 
usually arc safely locked up in government files, doomed, like the ghost of 
I lamlet’s father, to remain confined for a certain term, until the foul crimes 
of those earlier days arc purged away. 

Ultimately, the psychological explanations inferred from the imperfect 
historical materials will have to be checked carefully in the same way that 
social scientists check any other type of explanation — and recheckcd as 
new evidence comes to light. For purposes of hypothesis construction — 
which is the stage of inquiry with which this book is concerned — we must 
lie willing to make some inferential leaps from whatever historical clues we 
can pick up. But I have tried to start off on solid ground by selecting the 
best available historical writings and to use as my springboard those spe¬ 
cific observations that appear to be solid facts in the light of what is now 
known about the deliberations of the policy-making groups. (In order to 
avoid burdening the general reader with large numbers of footnotes giving 
the references for the historical observations and quotations cited in the 
text. I have added a set of source notes for each chapter at the end of the 
book.) 

Many general readers, social scientists, and students appreciate the im¬ 
portance of the psychology of emotion and personality dynamics when they 
are trying to understand why a president, a prime minister, a revolutionary 
leader, or some oilier leading actor on the stage of history has played his 
ide in a wnywnid fashion. A major purpose of this book is to increase 
nuairitcss «>1 social psychological phenomena in decisions ol historic ini- 
|iui lance, so lhot g/n/q> Jvihiinit \ w ill be laken min account by those who 
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try to understand the performance of the leading actors and members of 
the supporting cast. Their collective actions, as will be seen in the case 
studies of major fiascoes, can be responsible for staging an appalling com¬ 
edy of errors that ends up as a tragedy. 

A final note for scholars: This book obviously is at the intersection of 
three disciplines — social psychology, political science, and history. I hope 
that the interpretations and theoretical conceptions suggested in the case 
studies will add something to the thinking of scholars in each of these dis¬ 
ciplines. For students of social psychology, this book raises some new ques¬ 
tions (and reformulates some old questions) about the conditions under 
which group processes will interfere with effective decision-making by foster¬ 
ing shared illusions and mis judgments. For students of political science and 
history it points the way to making use of a psychological dimension sug¬ 
gested by De Rivera for analyzing how and why gross errors arise in foreign- 
policy decisions. For all those concerned with budding developments in the 
policy sciences, this book presents a number of suggestive leads concerning 
constructive interventions in the government’s decision-making process that 
should improve the quality of policy decisions, if the hypotheses about con¬ 
ditions fostering groupthink are correct. 

I presume that every reader will have some interest in the practical im¬ 
plications of the case studies, discussed in the last chapter, which gives a 
tentative answer to a crucial question: How can groupthink be prevented? 
In the nuclear age, perhaps all of us might justifiably feel slightly less in¬ 
secure if definitive answers to this question could quickly be pinned down 
and applied. 
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Introduction: 
Why So Many 
Miscalculations? 


Nobody is perfect 

Year after year newscasts and newspapers inform us of collective mis¬ 
calculations—companies that have unexpectedly gone bankrupt because of 
misjudging their market, federal agencies that have mistakenly authorized 
the use of chemical insecticides that poison our environment, and White 
House executive committees that have made ill-conceived foreign policy de¬ 
cisions that inadvertently bring the major powers to the brink of war. Most 
people, when they hear about such fiascoes, simply remind themselves that, 
after all, “organizations are run by human beings,” “to err is human,” and 
“nobody is perfect.” But platitudinous thoughts about human nature do not 
help us to understand how and why avoidable miscalculations are made. 

Fiasco watchers who are unwilling to set the problem aside in this easy 
fashion will find that contemporary psychology has something to say (un¬ 
fortunately not very much) about distortions of thinking and other sources 
of human error. The deficiencies about which we know the most pertain to 
disturbances in the behavior of each individual in a decision-making group 
—temporary states of elation, fear, or anger that reduce a person's mental 
efficiency: chronic blind spots arising from a person’s social prejudices; 
shortcomings in information-processing that prevent a person from com¬ 
prehending the complex consequences of a seemingly simple policy de¬ 
cision. One psychologist has suggested that because the information-proc¬ 
essing capabilities of every individual are limited, no responsible leader of a 
large organization ought to make a policy decision without using a com¬ 
puter that is programmed to spell out all the probable benefits and costs of 
each alternative under consideration. The usual way of trying to counteract 
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ilu 1 1 itni:ilions of individuals’ mental iunetioning, however, is to relegate 
um|» maul decisions to groups. 


1 in period ions of group decisions 

(iroups, like individuals, have shortcomings. Groups ean bring out the 
u.usl as well as the best in man. Nietzsche went so far as to say that mad- 
,,, mi is ilie exception in individuals but the rule in groups. A considerable 
tin,nmi of social science literature shows that in circumstances of extreme 
11 ims, group contagion occasionally gives rise to collective panic, violent 
u is of scapegoating, and other forms of what could be called group mad¬ 
ness Much more frequent, however, are instances of mindless conformity 
and collective misjudgment of serious risks, which are collectively laughed 
nil in a dubby atmosphere of relaxed conviviality. Consider what happened 
i lew days before disaster struck the small mining town of Pitcher, Okla- 

h, mm. in 1950. The local mining engineer had warned the inhabitants to 
lease ai once because the town had been accidentally undermined and 
might cave in at any moment. At a Lion’s Club meeting of leading citizens, 
the slay alter the warning was issued, the members joked about the warning 
ami laughed uproariously when someone arrived wearing a parachute. 
Wli.ii (lie dub members were communicating to each other by their collee¬ 
ns e laugh ter was that “sensible people like us know better than to lake seri- 
nic.lv (hose disaster warnings; we know it can’t happen here, to our fine lit- 
ih- iosvii." Within a few days, this collective eomplaceney eost some of these 
men ansi iheir families their lives. 

Lack of vigilance and excessive risk-taking are forms of temporary 
gmiip derangement lo which decision-making groups made up ol responsi¬ 
ble executives arc not at all immune. Sometimes the main trouble is that the 
duel executive manipulates his advisers to rubber-stamp his own ill-eon- 
t rived proposalsT’rn’Tliis'bodk. however, I shall be dealing mainly with a 
dillercnt source of defective decision-making, which often involves a much 
mine subtle form of faulty leadership: During the group’s deliberations, the 
leader does not deliberately try lo gel the group to tell him what he wants to 
heat Iml is quite sincere in asking for honest opinions. The group members 
me not transformed into sycophants. They are not afraid to speak their 

i, imds. Nevertheless, subtle constraints, which the leader may reinforce in- 
mlvcileiillv. prevent a member from fully exercising his critical powers and 
hum opeiilv expressing doubts when most others in the group appear to 
have i cached a consensus. In order lo take aeeount of what is known about 
tin* causes and consequences ol such constraints we must briefly review 
•.nine ol iIn- mam findings ol research on group dynamics. 

i 

i 
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Effects of group cohesiveness 

In applying the concepts of group dynamics to recent historic policy de¬ 
cisions, I am extending the work of some pioneering social scientists. The 
power of a face-to-face group to set norms that influence members was em¬ 
phasized by two leading sociologists early in the twentieth century— 
Charles Horton Cooley and George Herbert Mead. During that same pe¬ 
riod, William Graham Sumner postulated that in-group solidarity increases 
when clashes arise with out-groups. * ' * 1 1 • 

Kurt Lewin, the social psychologist who began using empirical methods 
to study group dynamics during the 1940s, called attention to the prerequi¬ 
sites for effective group decisions. He described the typical dilemmas faced 
by executive committees, including wartime groups of military planners 
who select bomb targets and peacetime groups of policy-makers who try to 
improve relations between nations. Lewin emphasized the need for fact¬ 
finding and objective’ appraisal of alternatives to determine whether the 
chosen means will achieve a group’s goals. He warned that the lack of ob¬ 
jective standards for evaluating goal achievement allows many opportuni¬ 
ties for errors of judgment and faulty decisions. Lewin’s analysis of the be¬ 
havior of small groups also emphasized the importance of group 
cohesiveness—-that is, members’ positive valuation of the group and their 
motivation to continue to belong to it. When group cohesiveness is high, all 
the members express solidarity, mutu al liki ng, and positive feelings about 
attending meetings and carrying out the routine tasks of the group. Lewin 
was most interested in the positive effects of group cohesiveness and did not 
investigate instances when members of cohesive groups make gross errors 
and fail to correct their shared misjudgments. 

The potentially detrimental effects of group cohesiveness were empha¬ 
sized by another theorist, Wilfred Bion, an eminent group therapist. Bion 
described how the efficiency of all working groups can be adversely affected 
by the preconscious myths and misconceptions of their mutually dependent 
members—that is, by shared, basic assumptions that tend to preserve the 
group without regard for the work at hand. 

Under the influence of Kurt Lewin’s pioneering work, Leon Festinger, 
Harold Kelley, Stanley Schachter, and other social psychologists have car¬ 
ried out experiments and field investigations on the consequences of group 
cohesiveness. 1 Summarizing a large body of research findings that had accu¬ 
mulated during the 1950s and 1960s on the ways members of cohesive 
groups influence each other, Dorwin Cartwright concluded that the evi¬ 
dence converges on three main types of effects: 

Other things being equal, as eohesiveness increases there is an increase in a 
group’s capacity lo retain members ami in the degree of participation by 
members in group activities I he piealei a pomp's eohesiveness the nmie 
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I u iwn it has to bring about conformity to its norms and to gain acceptance 
,,l us goals and assignment to tasks and roles. Finally, highly cohesive 
,,,,mp.s provide a source of security for members which serves to reduce 
rtiiMoly and to heighten self-esteem. 

Also under investigation are the causes of group cohesiveness -how 
oid w1 1 v group identification and feelings of solidarity develop. It has long 
Ih . a known that group solidarity increases markedly whenever a collection 
n( individuals faces a common source ot external stress, such as the threat 
hriup injured or killed in military combat. Some researchers are begin- 
,u„|. to consider the effects on group solidarity of subtler sources of stress, 
iu h as those that beset groups of harried policy-makers in large organiza- 

t <« uni 


< milormity to group norms 


In studies of social clubs and other small groups, conformity pressures 
Imve liequently been observed. Whenever a member says something that 
• mind*, out of line with the group’s norms, the other members at first in- 
11 t'i ‘1 m* their communication with the deviant. Attempts to influence the 
nom oiilbrmist member to revise or tone down his dissident ideas continue 
iiii long as most members of the group feel hopeful about talking him into 
, hanging his mind. But if they fail after repeated attempts, the amount of 
i oinimmication they direct toward the deviant decreases markedly. The 
members begin to exclude him, often quite subtly at first and later more ob¬ 
viously, m order to restore the unity of the group. A social psychological ex- 
Itoiin,cut conducted by Stanley Schachter with avocational clubs in an 
American university—and replicated by Schachter and his collaborators in 
He ven I European countries—showed that the more cohesive the group and 
the more relevant the issue to the goals of the group, the greater is the incli¬ 
nation ol the members to reject a nonconformist. Just as the members insu¬ 
lt, n* themselves from outside critics who threaten to disrupt the unity and 
espnt de corps of their group, they take steps, often without being aware of 
it to counteract the disruptive influence ot inside critics who are attacking 
the group’s norms. 

I lie not ins to which the members of a cohesive group adhere, as Bion s 
analysis implies, do not always have a positive effect on the quality of the 
gionp's performance. Studies in industrial organizations indicate that while 
the norms ol some work groups luster conscientiousness and high produc¬ 
tivity. the norms of other, similar work groups foster slowdowns and social- 
i/iug activities that reduce productivity. I he same type of variation in 
i,• 11 ,,i*. that facilitate oi mieilcrc with the group's work objectives may he 
found .mioiig poluv making groups in huge oi gani/alions. 



6 


Fiascoes 


Much of the current research on group dynamics is an effort to pinpoint 
the causes of the crucial differences in group norms that make for good or 
poor performance on group tasks, especially tasks pertaining to decision¬ 
making. Among the phenomena that have been intensively investigated in 
recent years are two detrimental tendencies arising under certain conditions 
not yet adequately understood—the tendency of groups to develop stereo¬ 
typed images that dehumanize out-groups against whom they are engaged 
in competitive struggles and the tendency for the collective judgments aris¬ 
ing out of group discussions to shift toward riskier courses of action than 
the individual members would otherwise be prepared to take. 


Conceptions of political decision-making 


Group dynamics is still in the early stages of scientific development, 
and much remains to be learned. At present there are only a few concepts 
and generalizations in which we can have confidence when we are trying to 
understand the behavior of policy-making groups. Nevertheless, social sci¬ 
entists concerned with policy-making in the government—most notably, 
Karl Deutsch. Alexander George, and Joseph de Rivera—have started to 
use group dynamics concepts that hold the promise of enriching political 
science. The rapprochement between the two fields, however, is still mainly 
a perspective for the future rather than a current reality. My hope is that the 
case studies in the present book will help to concretize and give added im¬ 
petus to this new development within the social sciences. 

The use of theory and research on group dynamics is intended to sup¬ 
plement, not to replace, the standard approaches to the study of political 
decision-making. Three concepuiaL frameiVjo rks have been described and 
applied by Graham T. Allison in his analysis of the resolution of the Cuban 
missile crisis. First is the classical approach—Allison refers to it as the ra- 
tional actqiymodel or The Theory of International Relations, with a capital 
1 which is rooted in the work of well-known scholars such as Hans 
Morgenthau, Arnold Wolfers, and Raymond Aron. Analysts using this ap¬ 
proach construct a set of objectives that the statesman responsible for a pol¬ 
icy is intending to achieve, “presuming always,” as Morgenthau puts it. 
“that he acts in a rational manner.” The aim of this type of analysis is to de¬ 
termine the ends the political actor is trying to attain by means of the policy 
he has chosen. 


The second fra me work described by Allison grows largely out of the 
work of Herbert Simon, James March, and their collaborators. The onyini- 
zational process model emphasizes factors that limit rationality in decision¬ 
making by individuals and organizations. I hose factors include (he liiniiu- 






nuns «»l man's capacity to process information, constraints on attempts to 
"Liam the information necessary for calculating maximal gains, and the 
i» mlnicy to find a course of action that will satisfy the most minimal goals 
ut'ilcad of seeking for the action with the best consequences (this is known 
n't a satisficing strategy). This approach takes account of “organizational ri¬ 
gidities” such as routines and procedures of bureaucratic organizations that 
piiul out platitudes about what can be done to attain objectives. 

I he Ihird framework, called by Allison the governmental politics 
jimm| cl, derives from the work of Gabriel Almond, Charles E. Lindblom, 
Kiehard Neustadt, and other political scientists. It focuses on the intrusions 
ul the games of domestic and local bureaucratic politics into the dangerous 
< Minpctitive games of international relations. In Lindblom’s variant of this 
nppmaeh. governmental policy-making is a matter of “muddling through”: 
Policy-makers take one little step after another and gradually change the 
«»liI policy into a new one, all the while making compromises that keep 
every politically powerful group that enters the bargaining reasonably 
mi i is lied, or at least not dissatisfied enoueh to obstruct or sabotage the new 
li cud. 

Allison presents the three approaches as conceptual models to help so- 
ual scientists generate hypotheses and discern important features that 
might otherwise be overlooked when they are trying to explain how and 
why a new foreign policy decision came about. He points out, “The best an¬ 
alysts of foreign policy manage to weave strands of each of the three con¬ 
ceptual models into their explanations.” At the very least, according to A11 i - 
Mm, these conceptual models can pose the questions to be answered in a 
systematic way in case studies of foreign policy decision-making. 

Most theorists have little respect for “case studies"—in large part because 
of the a theoretical character of case studies of the past. . . . What wc need 
is a new kind of “case study" done with theoretical alertness to the range 
of factors identified by Models 1, 11. and III (and others) on the basis of 
which to begin refining and testing propositions and models. 

In order to use the three conceptual models, analysts must take as the 
unit of analysis either the individual decision-maker or a large group such 
as lhe State Department, the government’s intelligence community, or the 
various coalitions within the bureaucracy that participate in bargaining. 

I lie group dynamics approach—which should be considered a fourth con¬ 
ceptual model uses a different unit of analysis. When we are trying to un¬ 
do sta ml how certain avoidable policy errors happen to be made, we should 
look into the behavior of the small group of decision-makers, because all 
the uell known errors stemming from limitations of an individual and of a 
Luge uipnm/ntion can be greatly augmented by group processes that pro¬ 
duce sh.ueJ int.seaIculalions. 
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What is groupthmk? 

The group dynamics approach is based on the working assumption that 
the members of policy-making groups, no matter how mindful they may be 
of their exalted national status and of their heavy responsibilities, are sub¬ 
jected to the pressures widely observed in groups of ordinary citizens. In my 
earlier research on group dynamics, I was impressed by repeated manifesta¬ 
tions of the effects—both unfavorable and favorable—of the social pres¬ 
sures that typically develop in cohesive groups—in infantry platoons, air 
crews, therapy groups, seminars, and self-study or encounter groups of ex¬ 
ecutives receiving leadership training. 2 In all these groups, just as in the in¬ 
dustrial work groups described by other investigators, members tend to 
evolve informal objectives to preserve friendly intragroup relations and this 
becomes part of the hidden agenda at their meetings. When conducting re¬ 
search on groups of heavy smokers at a clinic set up to help people stop 
smoking, I noticed a seemingly irrational tendency for the members to exert 
pressure on each other to increase their smoking as the time for the final 
meeting approached. This appeared to be a collusive effort to display mu¬ 
tual dependence and resistance to the termination of the group sessions. 

Sometimes, even long before members become concerned about the 
final separation, clear-cut signs of pressures toward uniformity subvert the 
fundamenial purpose of group meetings. At the second meeting of one 
group of smokers, consisting of twelve middle-class American men and 
women, two of the most dominant members took the position that heavy 
smoking was an almost incurable addiction. The majority of the others soon 
agreed that no one could be expected to cut down drastically. One heavy 
smoker, a middle-aged business executive, took issue with this consensus, 
arguing that by using will power he had stopped smoking since joining the 
group and that everyone else could do the same. I-Iis declaration was fol¬ 
lowed by a heated discussion, which continued in the halls of the building 
after the formal meeting adjourned. Most of the others ganged up against 
the man who was deviating from the group consensus. Then, at the begin¬ 
ning of the next meeting, the deviant announced that he had made an im¬ 
portant decision. “When I joined,” he said, “I agreed to follow the two 
main rules required by the clinic—to make a conscientious effort to stop 
smoking and to attend every meeting. But I have learned from experience in 
this group that you can only follow one of the rules, you can’t follow both. 
And so, I have decided that I will continue to attend every meeting but 1 
have gone back to smoking two packs a day and I will not make any effort 
to stop smoking again until after the last meeting.” Whereupon, the other 
members beamed at him and applauded enthusiastically, welcoming him 
back to the fold. No one commented on the fact that the whole point of the 
meetings was to help each individual to cut down on smoking as rapidly as 
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I-., ittli* As a psychological consultant to the group, I tried to call this to 
itn members’ attention, and so did my collaborator. Dr. Michael Kahn. But 
limit]* that meeting the members managed to ignore our comments and.re- 
ii. i iii'il iheir consensus that heavy smoking was an addiction from which 

.. would be cured except by cutting down very gradually over a long 

I•> in* 1 1 ot lime. 

I ln\ episode—an extreme form of grouplhink—was only one nianifes- 
i iii .hi ol a general pattern that the group displayed. At every meeting, the 
HiMiiheis were amiable, reasserted their warm feelings of solidarity, and 
• Mi]*1 1 1 complete concurrence on every important topic, with no reappear- 
(iii c nl the unpleasant bickering that would spoil the cozy atmosphere. The 

.. tn icnee-seeking tendency could be maintained, however, only at the 

. \ pm sc ol ignoring realistic challenges (like those posed by the psychologi- 

• il i nnsiiltaiits) and distorting members’ observations of individual dif- 
ti icures i hat would call into question the shared assumption that everyone 
m the group had the same type of addiction problem. It seemed that in this 
kiiioKmg group 1 was observing another instance of the groupthink pattern I 
h nl encountered in observations of widely contrasting groups whose mein- 
hds i a me from diverse sectors of society and were meeting together for so- 

• in 1, educational, vocational, or other purposes. Just like the group in the 
iiioknig clinic, all these different types of groups had shown signs of high 

• olu'Mveness and of an accompanying concurrence-seeking tendency that 
iiileilered with critical thinking—the central features of grouplhink. 

I use th e term “group th ink" as a quick and easy way to refer to a mode 
ol llmiking that people engage in when they are deeply involved in a cohe¬ 
re in-group, when the members’ strivings fo r unani mity ove rride their mo - 
I lew turn to re alist ically appraise alternative courses of action. “Groupthink” 
ih ii term ol the same order as the words in the newspeak vocabulary George 
()i well presents in his dismaying 1984 —a vocabulary with terms such as 
'’doublethink” and “crimethink.” By pulling grouplhink with those Orwell- 
•o m words. 1 realize that groupthink takes on an invidious connotation. The 
iiivulnmsiiess is intentional: Groupthink refers to a deterioration of mental 
elfu leney. reality testing, and moral judgment that results from in-group 
piessm es. 


Selection of the fiaseoes 

When I begun to investigate the Bay of Pigs invasion, the decision to es- 
i dale i lie Korean War, and oilier fiaseoes. for purposes of studying sources 
nun hi Imeii'ii pi*he\ decision-making. I was initially surprised to dis- 
vu\t*i lhe pei\asiveness ol svmptoiiis ol groupthink. Although the symp- 
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toms lhat could be discerned from published accounts of the deliberations 
did not seem as obtrusive as in the face-to-face groups I bad observed di¬ 
rectly, nevertheless signs of poor decision-making as a result of concur¬ 
rence-seeking were unmistakable. 

After noting the first few examples of grossly miscalculated policy de¬ 
cisions that seemed at least partly attributable to group processes, I began 
collecting instances of similar fiascoes from a variety of sources, such as 
Harold Wilensky's Organizational Intelligence and Barton Whaley's Strata¬ 
gem. In a short time, with the help of suggestions from colleagues in politi¬ 
cal science and library research by students in my seminars on group dy¬ 
namics, l compiled a list of several dozen fiascoes. I cut the list to about two 
dozen that appeared appropriate for an analysis of group processes. I was 
looking for instances in which a defective decision was made in a series of 
meetings by a few policy-makers who constituted a cohesive group. By a de- 
I fective decision, I mean one that resu lts from d ^cisjon-making practices of 
f extremely p oor qualit y^ In other words, the fiascoes that I selected for anal- 
vsiiTiT eserved to be fiascoes because of the grossly inadequate way the pol¬ 
icy-makers carried out their decision-making tasks. 

At least six major defects in decision-making contribute to failures to 
solve p ro b I bins a d equ a t e 1 y7~Pi fs tri liiTgrou p ’ iTO isc u s s i o n s are limited to a 
few alternative courses of action" (of ten only two) without a survey of the 
full range of alternatives..Second, the group fails to reexamine the course of 
action initially preferred bylfie majority of members from the standpoint of 
nonobvious risks and drawbacks that had not been considered when it was 
originally evaluated. Third, the members neglect courses of action initially 
evaluated as unsatisfactory by the majority of the group: They spend little 
or no time discussing whether they have overlooked nonobvious uaiiis or 
whether there are ways of reducing the seemingly prohibitive costs that had 
made the alternatives seem undesirable. Fourth, members make little or no 
attempt to obtain information from experts wKo can supply sound estimates 
of losses and gains to be expected from alternative courses of actions. Fifth, 
selective bias is shown in the way the group reacts to factual information 
and relevant judgments from experts, the mass media, and outside critics. 
The members show interest in facts and opinions that support their initially 
preferred policy and take up time in their meetings to discuss them, but they 
tend to ignore facts and opinions that do not support their initially pre¬ 
ferred policy. Sixth, the members spend little time deliberating about how 
the chosen poTfcy^might be hindered by bureaucratic inertia, sabotaged by 
political opponents, or temporarily derailed by the common accidents that 
happen to the best of well-laid plans. Consequently, they fail to work out 
contingency plans to cope with foreseeable setbacks that could endanger 
the overall success of the chosen course of action. 

I assume I ha l these six defects ami some iclatcd tea tines of inadequate 
decision-making result 10mi moupl liiuk But. ol coni sc. each of the six i.in 
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im . iimn other common causes of human stupidity as well—-erroneous in- 
1 , information overload, fatigue, blinding prejudice, and ignorance. 

N\ In'tliei produced by groupthink or by other causes, a decision suffering 
.. most of these defects has relatively little chance of success. 

I lie lour foreign policy fiascoes 1 have selected for intensive case stud- 
1 , ue ihe ones of greatest historical importance among the defective de- 
.1 ion*, hv the United Stales government 1 have examined. Each clearly 
hi, re. two important criteria for classifying a decision as a candidate for 
P \< Imlogical analysis in terms of group dynamics: Each presents numer- 
,ii indications that (1) the decision-making group was cohesive and that 
i ’i da isioii-making was extremely defective. (Other fiascoes in my original 
lot ,iKo meet these criteria and are discussed briefly in the last pari of the 

.k, where I talk about candidates for subsequent investigations bearing 

on the generality of groupthink phenomena.) 

When the conditions specified by these two criteria are met, according 
I,* ilie jjroiipihink hypothesis there is a better-than-chance likelihood that 
mi,,- n| t he causes of the defective decision was a strong concurrence-seeking 
i, ndeiiev, which is the motivation that gives rise to all the symptoms ol 
pi * mi pi It ink. 


I be imperfect link between groupthink and 

ll.ISLOOS 

Simply because the outcome of a group decision has turned out to be a 
IWim/o. I do not assume that it must have been the result of groupthink or 
own dial il was the result of defective decision-making. Nor do l expect 
ill. 1 1 every defective decision, whether arising from groupthink or from 
Hiliri causes, will produce a fiasco. Defective decisions based on misinlor- 
maiion and poor judgment sometimes lead to successful outcomes. We do 
n,,i necessarily have to accept at face value the well-known thesis—elo- 
qnciuk pul forth by Leo Tolstoy in War and Peace and elaborated by Nor¬ 
man Mailer in The Naked and the Dead— that the decisions made by mili- 
i,u\ commanders have nothing to do with military success. But we must 
.u knowledge that chance a nd the stupidit y of the enemy can sometimes 
}*i \c a silk-purse ending to a command decision worth less than a sow’s ear. 
Ai ilie onisei of World War I. the French high command made incredible 
eiiois. repealedIv ignoring warnings from their military intelligence officers 
about i lie Nclilietfcn plan. Bin the German high command made even 
jmosm'i ciiors while executing the plan, preventing the Germans from capi- 
i.ih/iii}' on die I iciicIi rout and depriving them of the quick victory that was 
111 11 1 1 ilicn I'lasp. 

( , 11 iiipi lank is i o 11 d n i a i \ c lo eiiois in decision niaktiij’. ami such eiiois 
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increase the likelihood of a poor outcome. Often the result is a fiasco, but 
not always. Suppose that because of lucky accidents fostered by absurd 
command decisions by the Cuban military leaders, the Kennedy adminis¬ 
tration's Bay of Pigs invasion had been successful in provoking a civil war 
in Cuba and led to the overthrow of the Castro regime. Analysis of the de¬ 
cision to invade Cuba would still support the groupthink hypothesis, for the 
evidence shows that Kennedy's White House group was highly cohesive, 
clearly displayed symptoms of defective decision-making, and exhibited all 
the major symptoms of groupthink. Thus, even if the Bay of Pigs decision 
had produced a triumph rather than a defeat, it would still be an example of 
the potentially adverse effects of' groupthink (even though the invasion 
would not, in that case, be classified as a fiasco). 


Hardhearted actions by softheaded groups 


At first 1 was surprised by the extent to which the groups in the fiascoes 
I have examined adhered to group norms and pressures toward uniformity. 
Just as in groups of ordinary citizens, a dominant characteristic appears to 
be remaining loyal to the group by sticking with the decisions to which the 
group has committed itself, even when the policy is working badly and has 
unintended consequences that disturb the conscience of the members. In a 
sense, members consider loyalty to the group the highest form of morality. 
That loyalty requires each member to avoid raising controversial issues, 
questioning weak arguments, or calling a halt to softheaded thinking. 

Paradoxically, softheaded groups are likely to be extremely hardhearted 
toward out-groups and enemies. In dealing with a rival nation, policy¬ 
makers comprising an amiable group find it relatively easy to authorize de¬ 
humanizing solutions such as large-scale bombings. An affable group of 
government officials is unlikely to pursue the difficult and controversial is¬ 
sues that arise when alternatives to a harsh military solution come up for 
discussion. Nor are the members inclined to raise ethical issues that imply 
that this “fine group of ours, with its humanitarianism and its high-minded 
principles, might be capable of adopting a course of action that is inhumane 


and immoral.'’ 

Many other sources of human error can prevent government leaders 
from arriving at well worked out decisions, resulting in failures to achieve 
their practical objectives and violations of their own standards of ethical 
conduct. But, unlike groupthink, these other sources of error do not typi¬ 
cally entail increases in hardheartedness along with softheadedness. Some 
errors involve blind spots that stem from the personality of the decision- 
makers. Special circumstances produce unusual fatigue and emotional 
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. ili. 1 1 interfere with efficient decision-making. Numerous institu- 

. ml h .limes of the social structure in which the group is located may also 
«h . mellieiency and prevent adequate communication with experts. In 
i luiim. well-known interferences with sound thinking arise when the de- 
• Hm niiikn.s comprise a noncohesive group. For example, when the mem- 
i * hive no sense of loyalty to the group and regard themselves merely as 
pi. .. m.iiivcs of different departments, with clashing interests, the meet- 
hi is hecome hitter power struggles, at the expense of effective decision- 

M«itl IIIJI 

I In- concept of groupthink pinpoints an entirely different source of 
hmiiMi , lesiding neither in the individual nor in the organizational setting. 
H m ii in I beyond all the familiar sources of human error is a powerful 
mine ol defective judgment that arises in cohesive groups—the concur- 
i m * seeking tendency, which fosters overoplimism, lack of vigilance, and 
•I* iji.i iir.iie thinking about the weakness and immorality of out-groups. This 
*• hi lem y can lake its toll even when the decision-makers are conscientious 

• i tit niini li ving to make the best possible decisions for their country and 
l*• i ill mankind. 

I tin not mean to imply that all cohesive groups suffer from groupthink. 
iInm,fh nil may display its symptoms from time to time. Nor should we infer 
in.in the term “groupthink” that group decisions are typically inefficient or 
hnmfiil. On (he contrary, a group whose members have properly defined 
n.U wiili traditions and standard operating procedures that facilitate criti- 
. ill tin 11111 y . is probably capable of making better decisions than any indi- 
vnliuil m the group who works on the problem alone. And yet the advan- 

i i|n s ol having decisions made by groups are often lost because of 
t< >i liolojtical pressures that arise when the members work closely together. 

• Inne lhe same values, and above all face a crisis situation in which every- 
iiin is subjected to stresses that generate a strong need for affiliation. In 
ilu se circumstances, as conformity pressures begin to dominate, groupthink 
mul llie attendant deterioration of decision-making set in. T/7i?£»S 

1 lie central theme of my analysis can be summarized in this generaliza¬ 
tion. which 1 oiler in the spirit of Parkinson’s laws: The more amiability and 
. \put tie corps among the members of a policy-making in-group . the greater is 
iht danger that independent critical thinking will be replaced by groupthink . 

ii hit h i\ likely to result in irrational and dehumanizing actions directed against 
tint ypoups. 
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A Perfect Failure: 
The Bay of Pigs 


The Kennedy administration’s Bay of Pias decision ranks among the worst 
fiascoes ever perpetrated by a responsible government. Planned by an over- 
ambitious, eager group of American intelligence officers who had Little 
background or experience in military matters, the attempt to place a small 
brigade of Cuban exiles secretly on a beachhead in Cuba with the ultimate 
aim of overthrowing the government of Fidel Castro proved to be a “perfect 
failure." The group that made the basic decision to approve the invasion 
plan included some of the most intelligent men ever to participate in the 
councils of government. Yet all the major assumptions supporting the plan 
were so completely wrong that the venture began to founder at the outset 
and failed in its earliest stages. 


The “ill-starred adventure” 

Ironically, the idea for the invasion was first suggested by John F. Ken¬ 
nedy's main political opponent, Richard M. Nixon. As Vice President dur¬ 
ing the Eisenhower administration. Nixon had proposed that the United 
Slates government secretly send a trained group of Cuban exiles to Cuba to 
tight against Castro. In March I960, acting on Nixon's sutzaeslion. Presi¬ 
dent Dwight D. Eisenhower directed the Central Intelligence Agency to or¬ 
ganize ( uban exiles in the United States into a unified political movement 
against the Castro regime and to give military training to those who were 
willing to return to iheir homeland to engage in guerrilla warfare. I he (’I A 
pul a large number of its agenis lo work on ihi.s clandestine operation, and 
lhe\ soon evobed an cl.ihoiule plan lui a mihl.tr\ nnashm \pp.nnil l\ 
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1 1"*• 1 1 hi t«*rining President Eisenhower, the CIA began to assume in late 

* '< " Hi,ii I lit* v could land a brigade of Cuban exiles not as a band of guer- 
n * miilii.iinrs but as an armed force to carry out a full-scale invasion. 

two days after the inauguration in January 1961, President John F. 
i "m.,I\ and several leading members of his new administration were 
.. *ii i ,Idailed briefing about the proposed invasion by Allen Dulles, head 

* ii., < I A. and General Lyman Lemnitzer, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
, ,it I lining the next eighty days, a core group of presidential advisers re- 

I ■ n, ,1b discussed this inherited plan informally and in the meetings of an 
, I - ii y committee that included three Joint Chiefs of Staff. In early 
Spill Pad. at one of the meetings with the President, all the key advisers 
, * ilieu approval to the CIA’s invasion plan. Their deliberations led to a 
i n modifications of details, such as the choice of the invasion site, 

* hi April 17, 1961, the brigade of about fourteen hundred Cuban exiles, 
“>t, ,1 by the United States Navy, Air Force, and the CIA, invaded the 

* iiupv coast of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs. Nothing went as planned. On the 
Hi i <tiiy. not one of the four ships containing reserve ammunition and 

"pplic, arrived; the first two were sunk by a few planes in Castro’s air 

1.. ..., ami the other two promptly fled. By the second day. the brigade was 
,miplctclv surrounded by twenty thousand troops of Castro’s well- 

• .pupped army. By the third day, about twelve hundred members of the bri- 
I tde, , limprising almost all who had not been killed, were captured and ig- 
•«« .mmum.sly led off to prison camps. 

In giving their full approval. President Kennedy, Dean Rusk, Robert 
M, Namara. and other high-level policy-makers in the United States gov- 
«iiMiit*l had assumed that “use of the exile brigade would make possible 
iti* toppling of Castro without actual aggression by the United States.” The 
I'h mil 1 -ill’s main advisers certainly did not expect such an overwhelming 
milituiy disaster. Nor did they anticipate that the United States govern- 
»m ut\ attempts to disclaim responsibility for the initial air assault would be 

11.. .1.,uglily discredited, that friendly Latin American countries would be 

• •uiiagcd. that protest meetings would be held in the United States and 
ilm.iiglioiit the world to denounce the United States for its illegal acts of 
tggicssnm against a tiny neighbor, that intellectuals who had regarded the 
iu w idiimiisiratmii with bright hopes would express disaffection in sarcas- 
ii» iclcgiams (“Nixon or Kennedy; Does it make any difference?”), or that 
l mopcaii allies and United Nations statesmen would join in condemna¬ 
tion None of them guessed that the abortive invasion would encourage a 
uiilit.ii\ lapprochcmenl between (’astro and the Soviet leaders, culminating 
in ,i deal to set up installations onlv ninclv miles from United States shores 
«,pupped with unclear bombs ami missiles and manned by more than five 
thousand SomcI Hoops, tiausloniniig Cuba within eighteen months into a 
pow, i lut iu 1 1 1 1.ii \ base as a satellite ot the Soviet l moil. I lad the President 
oid Ins puli i \ ,ub i sc is imagined that this uigliintai ish si cnai 10 s\ mild male- 
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rialize (or had they even considered such an outcome to be a calculated 
risk), they undoubtedly would have rejected the CIA’s invasion plan. 

We are given a vivid picture of the President's reactions in Sorensen's 
Kennedy , described by a New York Times reviewer as “the nearest thing we 
will ever have to the memoirs Kennedy intended to write.’’ When the firsi 
news reports revealed how wrong his expectations had been. President Ken¬ 
nedy was stunned. As the news grew worse during the next three days, he 
became angry and sick at heart. He realized that the plan he thought he had 
approved had little in common with the one he had in fact approved, “llow 
could I have been so stupid to let them go ahead?” he asked. Sorensen 
wrote. “His anguish was doubly deepened by the knowledge that the rest ol 
the world was asking the same question.” 

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., in his authoritative history of the Kennedy ad¬ 
ministration, recalled that “Kennedy would sometimes refer incredulously 
to the Bay of Pigs, wondering how a rational and responsible government 
could ever have become involved in so ill-starred an adventure.” The polic\ 
advisers who participated in the deliberations felt much the same way, if 
not worse. Allen Dulles, for example, was “still troubled and haggard” sev¬ 
eral days later and offered to resign as chief of the CIA. Secretary of De¬ 
fense McNamara, when he left the government seven years later, publicly 
staled that he still fell personally responsible for having misadvised Presi¬ 
dent Kennedy on the Bay of Pigs. All who participated in the Bay of Pigs 
decision were perturbed about the dangerous gap between their expecta¬ 
tions and the realities they should have anticipated, which resulted, as So¬ 
rensen put it, in “a shocking number of errors in the whole decision-making 
process.” 


Qualifications of the core members of the 
advisory group 

It seems improbable that the shocking number of errors can be attrib¬ 
uted to lack of intellectual capability for making policy judgments. The core 
members of Kennedy’s team who were briefed on the Cuban invasion plan 
included four cabinet members and three men on the White House staff, all 
of whom were well qualified to make objective analyses of the pros and 
cons of alternative courses of action on vital issues of government policy. 

Dean Rusk, Secretary of Stale, had been recruited by John F. Kennedy 
from his high-level position as head of the Rockefeller Foundation because 
of his solid reputation as an experienced administrator who could be 
counted on to have good ideas and sound judgment. He had served in pol¬ 
icy-making positions in the State Department under Dean Achexon. first as 
head of the office of political affairs and later as depute uinleisecietarv in 
charge of pul icy coordination. During the T i mi in u admiiiisii a imu, K usk be- 
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, , ii-i.ni policy-maker and exerted a strong influence on a variety of 
I , i ml <lev ism> nx concerning United States foreign policy in Asia. 

.. McNamara, the Secretary of Defense, was an expert statistician 

i hid \w u fed his way up to the presidency of the Ford Motor Company. 

a lowering reputation for his intellectual brilliance and cold 

.dmicd with personal integrity. Early in his career he had been on 

... i ii nils oi the Harvard Business School. Later he developed his expertise 
it,, idii'.ucal control unit of the United States Air Force, where he 
V- <1 in k out a successful system for surveillance and control to facih- 
,1m imoii making about the flow of materials and production. During 
. . ( ,i ford Motor Company, McNamara had also devised new tech- 

l,,i |ni improving rational methods of decision-making. 

|i,,u|.|;is Dillon, Secretary of the Treasury, was asked to attend all 
+ ti,i. 11,,ir.c meetings on the plans to invade Cuba because he was valued 

.|,|ccnve and analytic thinker. The only Republican member of Ken- 

, Iy * , ,.hniel, Dillon was selected because of the “superior ability” and 

..” he had displayed as undersecretary of state during the Eisen- 

l mi tdii 1111 istralion. lie soon became a respected member of the Ken- 
, i, mi and a personal friend of the Kennedy family. 

I Imn. too. there was Robert Kennedy, the Attorney General, one of the 
111 «i i miliiential members of the President’s team. According to his close as- 


mu •. in die government, the President s brother was a bright young man 
In, * Mieugths far outweighed his weaknesses. The Attorney General had 
i 1 . lulls hneled on the invasion plan from the beginning. He did not at- 
. „d die subsequent formal meetings of the advisory committee but was 
\, |.| ml.Mined. On at least one occasion he used his personal influence to 

iippiess opposition to the C IA plan. 

\h.o on hand was McGeorge Bundy, the President’s Special Assistant 

1.. , Nm 1 1 . >na I Security Affairs, who had the rank of a cabinet member. A key 

• i, Kennedy’s White House team, Bundy was one of the leading intel- 

1., mills unpniled to Washington from Harvard University, where he had 

. Dean of Ails and Sciences. His background in decision-making was 

„m hunted lo the problems of a great university; earlier in his career, as a 

IhiI.u . he had made a close study of Secretary of State Acheson’s de- 


t I • Ii HI*. 

I he While House stall'also included Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., an out- 
•unidmg Harvard historian whom the President asked to attend all the 
White I louse meetmus on the invasion plan, and Richard Goodwin, an- 
m 1 1 ,1 ||,ii vaid man "of uncommon intelligence.” Goodwin did not attend 
dn polu \ making meetings but was inlormcd about the invasion plan, dis- 
. u d it heqnenlK with Schlesinger. and conferred with Rusk and others 
.Ini mg the weeks pieecdmg the final decision. 

| Ii,- I'i t'siilcul asked live ol the seven members of this core group to join 
him at the While House meetings ol the ad Iuk advisory committee on the 




President Kennedy meeting in the Oval Office with two key 
members of his advisory group. Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara and Secretary of Stale Dean Rusk. 
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• » mi invasion [)lan. At these meetings, Kennedy’s advisers found them- 
i » • hor induce with three Joint Chiefs of Staff, in full, medaled rega- 

'•» I In ir military men were carry-overs from the Eisenhower administra- 

• 11 ihiMUj'liMiit the deliberations, they remained quite detached from the 

• *iii*ds te.iin. Also present at the meetings of the advisory committee 

• - < inf iiihcrs who had fairly close ties to the President and his main ad- 

I \\h »»l the most active participants were the director and deputy di- 

.. i lie CIA. Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell. They. too. were carry- 

”*i Ji imii ihe Eisenhower administration, but President Kennedy and his 

.. welcomed them as members of the new administration’s team. 

V* Milling |o Roger Hilsman (director of the intelligence branch of the 

• it. I iiMim tmenl). Bissell “was a brilliant economist and tiovernment exec- 

■ ». • win mi President Kennedy had known for years and so admired and 

■ * p.. ifJ dial he would very probably have made him Director of the CIA 

in h I inllcs eventually retired.” Bissell was the most active advocate of the 
• I \ pi in, Ins eloquent presentations did the main job of convincing the 
nil 111* 4 , in accept it. 

I lure Mihers who participated in the White House meetings as mem- 
i m| ilu* advisory committee were exceptionally well qualified to appraise 
li piiliik.il consequences of the invasion: Thomas C. Mann, assistant see- 
< • n \ m| state lor inter-American affairs; Adolph A. Berle, Jr., chairman of 
On I 11111 American task force: and Paul Nitze, assistant secretary of de- 
n ' \sIim had formerly been the director of the policy planning stall'in the 
*iii. I )epai tmenl. 

I lie pump that deliberated on the Bay of Pigs decision included men of 
M nleiable intellectual talent. Like the President, all the main advisers 
h .hiewd thinkers, capable of objective, rational analysis, and accus¬ 
in' d in speaking their minds. But collectively they failed to detect the seri- 
n. tt.ovs in die invasion plan. 


• i\ m.'ipir miscalculations 

I In* Pi evident and his key advisers approved the Bay of Pigs invasion 
I * I in mu ihe basis of six assumptions, each of which was wrong. In retro- 
I•• « i die Piesidenfs advisers could see that even when they first began to 
t- «ii.. ihe plan, sufficient information was available to indicate that their 
« MinptiMiis were much too shaky. They could have obtained and used the 
.. inl.ii maiioii beforehand to correct their false assumptions if at the 

• nip meetings dies had been more critical and probing in fulfilling their 

. I i >'i\ i ides 

I * nnitf'lion nuni/h y / \o o/ii 4 will know linn flu 4 l'inltul Sftifiw was re- 
t ‘ ‘it\ 1 1'h jo; t/i, onawoii oj ( ul'ii \/om jtiutfilt 4 will /v/teie ihr ( I I emv/' 
i-» i iiHil 'i/i i /'In \ i an e./w/i />. /e/i/liV/ 
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When President Kennedy was first told about the plan by the CIA repre¬ 
sentatives, he laid down one firm stipulation: The United States armed 
forces would not overtly participate in an invasion of Cuba. He repealed 
this essential condition each time the matter was discussed. He would not 
consider accepting the CIA's plan to use the armed Cuban brigade unless ii 
could be safely assumed that the United States government would not be¬ 
held responsible for initiating a military attack against its small neighbor 
On the assumption that this requirement could be met, the plan was seen a'- 
a golden opportunity to overthrow Castro. The Castro regime had been a 
source of irritation to the United States government, even though the Presi¬ 
dent and his advisers did not consider it a direct threat to American secu¬ 


rity. 

In response to the President's questions about the plan. Allen Dulles 
and Richard Bissell assured Kennedy and his advisory group that all the 
world would believe that Cuban dissidents were the sole initiators and exec¬ 


utors of the invasion. They said that highly effective precautions would 
mask completely the fact that the United States was engineering the inva¬ 
sion. The brigade of Cuban exiles would be quietly and unspectacular!) 
landed in their homeland. The only noisy part would be the preliminary aii 
attacks against Cuban airfields, but these w r ould be handled by a clevci 
cover story. The United States would be able to deny all complicity in the 
bombing of Cuban bases. The planes used in the bombing raids would be 
B-26s of World War II vintage, without any United States markings. The\ 
would look like planes in Castro’s air force and could plausibly be claimed 
to belong to Cuban defectors. 

During the weeks preceding the invasion, it became increasingly appar¬ 
ent that the cover story would not work. The President's press secretary. 
Pierre Salinger, has called the plan “the least covert military operation in 
history.” A week before the invasion, President Kennedy complained heat¬ 
edly, “I can't believe what I’m reading! Castro doesn’t need agents over 
here. All he has to do is read our papers. It’s all laid out for him.” American 
newsmen had gotten wand of the invasion plan. They were reporting “se¬ 
cret” details about what was going on in United States military training 
camps in Guatemala, w'herc the Cubans were being readied for the inva¬ 
sion, and describing efforts being made in Miami to recruit more Cuban 
volunteers. Yet, according to Schlcsinger. “somehow the idea took hold 
around the cabinet table that this would not much matter so long as United 
States soldiers did not take part in the actual fighting.” 

Thus, despite evidence at hand, the policy-makers ignored the old 
adage that one must expect any secret known to a large number of people 
to leak out. Apparently they never discussed the obvious danger that a se¬ 


cret act of military aggression against a neighboring country might be re¬ 


vealed by one or more insiders, particularly when the iu\.-isi*m pl.m w;is 


known to hundreds of Cuban exiles who were being rctimiid .mJ turned 
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i• i II out. It was also known to a large number of foreign politicians. 
„n|'hi have had their own reasons for revealing it. Leaders or the 
i* .a . Mies’ political movements (each ol whom had his own ideas about 
. o It.mid be done), government officials in Guatemala (who had allowed 
i I \ in set up camps to train the Cuban brigade), and officials in Nica- 
... i*|,.> had agreed to allow the United States to use Nicaraguan air 
it• launch air attacks against Cuba)—all knew what was being 
, i. it tit (I | iirihermore, members ol the policy-making group were warned 
„ •# \ in at occasions by Senator J. William Fulbright. chairman of the For- 

• Itch,lions Committee, and by other prestigious men that an invasion 
» 11 j 11 would probably be attributed directly to the United States and 

. itht nmoiislv damage United Stales relations with Latin American 
• .mines and European allies. Despite all warnings, the members of Ken- 
1 . advisory group failed to question the assumption that the secret 
•. ...hi noi be revealed. President Kennedy was so confident that he publicly 
,, ; ."iiM'd at a press conference on April 12. 1961 (five days before the inva- 
i|,aI “there will not be, under any conditions, any intervention m 

♦ «»lt i |,\ 11 ailed States armed forces, and this Government will do every- 

.. a possibly can . . . to make sure that there are no Americans involved 

it. u hons inside Cuba/ 

I he world did not immediately learn that the first invaders to land on 
, i« 1141 ii ..oil were, in fact. United States Navy frogmen (in violation of the 
|* ( . %,deups orders), but the United States nevertheless was blamed for the 
uo .mom |kmii the outset. The CIA’s cover story was quickly torn to pieces 
to ill,' world press. The credibility of Adlai Stevenson, the United States 
,, son lull vc to i he United Nations, was also sacrificed, despite President 

l uncily’s solemn statement to his intimates only a few days earlier that 
llu miegi itv and credibility of Adlai Stevenson constitute one of our great 
nonul assets. I don’t want anything to be done [in handling the cover 
mis | which might jeopardize that." The truth having been carefully with- 
it. Id in.in him. Stevenson solemnly denied United States complicity in the 

.. at a meeting of the United Nations General Assembly. His state- 

m.ms were immediately seen by foreign observers as inconsistent with news 
i, |.hi is about ihe air attacks and were soon labeled outright lies when some 
"I |,|., alleged facts were disproved Iwentv-four hours later by authentic 
,.I, olographs. Stevenson later said that this'was the most humiliating expe- 
, m in e of lus long years of public service. 


1 \ sumption number 2: The Cuban air force is so ineffectual that it can be 
Let! oat completely just before the invasion begins. 

I |,e im\ .ision plan called for a surprise attack by American bombers, which 
w ... 1 1 . 1 ilesitov ('aslio’s an loice on the ground before I he invaders moved 
‘ he , niilciees .,l the While I louse ihouglit that llie obsolete B 26s used 


hi 
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to do the job would be able to destroy Cuba’s military planes. They did not 
make sufficient inquiries to find out that these lumbering old planes would 
have limited capabilities and would frequently develop engine trouble. Tin- 
first attack was a surprise, but only a small percentage of Cuba’s planes was 
destroyed. Consequently, the invasion plan went awry at the outset because 
the Cuban air force was able to assert air control over the landing site 
Cuban jet training planes, which were fast and efficient, prevented tin- 
freighters containing ammunition and supplies from reaching their destina 
tion. The supposedly ineffective Cuban air force shot down half of tin- 
American B-26s attempting to protect the invaders and repeatedly bombed 
the ground troops as they arrived on shore. 

A second air strike by United States planes was called off by President 
Kennedy because it would have revealed too clearly that the planes be¬ 
longed to the United States and that the entire invasion was an unprovoked 
attack by the United States, But even if the second air strike had been car¬ 
ried out, it would probably have been even less effective than the first, be¬ 
cause there was no longer any element of surprise and the Cuban air force 
was well dispersed in hidden airfields. 

Assumption number 3: The fourteen hundred men in the brigade of 

Cuban exiles have high morale and are willing to carry out the invasion 

without any support from United Slates ground troops. 

In line with his firm policy of no direct intervention by the United States. 
President Kennedy explicitly asked the CIA planners if the members of the 
Cuban exile brigade were willing to risk their lives without United States 
military participation. The President and his advisers were given a strong 
affirmative answer, and Dulles and Bissell repeatedly assured them that mo¬ 
rale in the brigade was superb. Had the conferees asked the CIA represent¬ 
atives to present evidence supporting this assurance, they might have dis¬ 
covered that they were relying on biased information. CIA agents in 
Guatemala were sending reports conveying a rosy overall picture to Dulles 
and Bissell without informing them about exactly what was going on. In 
order to build morale, the agents deliberately misled the men in the exile 
brigade by assuring them that they were only a small part of the invading 
force, that other Cuban brigades were being trained elsewhere for the same 
mission, that diversionary landings would draw most of Castro’s troops 
away from their invasion site, and that the United States Marines would be 
participating in the invasion. Furthermore, one month before the invasion, 
when the policy-making group in Washington was being assured about (lie 
magnificent morale of the exile brigade, the men were actually bitterly dis¬ 
content and beginning to revolt. They objected to being saddled with 
officers who had been in the army of the reactionary Batista regime and hail 
been recruited and promoted because of their willingness it* lake orders 
from CIA agents. When discontent linalh broke out m a lull m ale mutiin. 
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» | \ ,ijTiiis arrested a dozen of the ringleaders and confined them in a 

.. deep in the Guatemala jungle. Such was the high morale of the 

hi Ij'ildc. 

t'.Min ullv. one of the most convincing “demonstrations” ol high morale 
i , 11ii*111 Kennedy and his advisers was the fact that sons of the political 

i i ••! die Cuban exiles volunteered for the brigade. But both the fathers 
t tin vims had been hoaxed by CIA agents into believing that the inva- 
v iitiId not be allowed to fail, that the United States government was 
"I'Miind to using armed forces to back them up. 

\\ hrii the invasion took place, the men in the brigade fought well, and 
11 hi, u.de was sustained for a time by false hope. They thought that de- 
i* *• ill the ollicial “propaganda put out by the United States government 
it,, i miliary, a large number of American troops would land to reinforce 
i ,,, I hey had also been led to expect that American ships would bring 
i hi the supplies they so urgently needed and would remain offshore to 
. in them it necessary. 


i wumptnm number 4 : Castro's army is so weak that the small Cuban 
hnrmle will be able to establish a well-protected beachhead. 

• umhr i 111testion frequently discussed by President Kennedy and his advis- 
■, sv .i% whether the small exile brigade could achieve its initial goal of es- 
■ 11iti hmg a linn beachhead without United States military participation. 
\ t mi without looking into the evidence, the conferees accepted the opti- 

ih pietuie presented by Dulles and Bissell, who described Castro’s army 

• p, h* ib equipped, poorly trained., riddled with dissension, and unable to 
ip. vMth even a small-scale invasion. These assurances happened to be dt- 

.. i il> ,,.unary to reports of Castro’s military strength by experts in the 
i. ,i. I >epai tmeiit and in the British Intelligence Service. The CIA planners 

I.ignore the experts’ reports, and Kennedy’s policy advisers did not 

I hi nr then questions far enough to become aware of the contradictory es- 
iiii, ih"., which would have revealed the shakiness of the CIA s assumptions. 

V. it turned out. Castro's army responded promptly and vigorously to 
ill. invasion, even though the invaders fought well. A militia patrol, guard- 
1111 ih,. uiaslliue because of the invasion alert, was on hand to shoot at the 
1111 m i.11<I ol the invading force, the Navy frogmen sent out to mark the 
I iiiiliii/' site. Soon large numbers of well-equipped Cuban troops were shel- 
ln,|r the beachhead with 122 mm howitzers, 37 mm cannons, and rocket- 
itui.wns, Cuban armored tanks began moving in within one clay after the 
,,o t.In\ landed. By the following day. the exile brigade was surrounded by 
isvi ui\ thousand well-equipped ( uhan troops, backed up by more than two 
t.uii. Iit'd thousand troops am! militiamen who could have been brought to 


t*• .ii il needed 



ll.ivti!]’ juosslv iiiidcieslmialcd 
mil'll', and Ins .nlviseis bclaledl 


Castro’s unlitarv capabilities. President 
N ienli/cd that a successful beachhead 
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could not be established in Cuba without a military force at least ten times 
larger than the one they had agreed to send in. According to Sorensen: 
“The President thought he was approving a plan rushed into execution on 
the grounds that Castro would later acquire the military capability to defeat 
it. Castro, in fact, already possessed that capability.” 

Assumption number 5: The invasion by the exile brigade will touch off 
sabotage by the Cuban underground and armed uprisings behind the lines 
that will effectively support the invaders and probably lead to the toppling of 
the Castro regime. 

When first asked by President Kennedy to appraise the CIA’s invasion 
plans, the Joint Chiefs of Staff asserted that the chances for successfully es¬ 
tablishing a beachhead were favorable but that “ultimate success would de¬ 
pend on either a sizeable uprising inside the island or sizeable support from 
outside.” Since American intervention was ruled out by the President, vic¬ 
tory would depend on anti-Castro resistance and uprisings behind the lines. 
A second appraisal by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, just one month before the 
invasion, made this assumption explicit. Without the support of the Cuban 
resistance, they reported, there would be no way to overcome the hundreds 
of thousands of men in Castro’s army and militia. 

Although skeptical at first about relying on mass insurrection against 
the Castro regime. President Kennedy was encouraged by his advisorv 
group to set his doubts aside, and he ended up accepting the assumption 
Shortly after the Bay of Pigs debacle, he told Sorensen that he had really 
thought there was a good chance that the landing of the exile brigade, with¬ 
out overt United States participation, would rally the Cuban people to re¬ 
volt and oust Castro. According to Schlesinger, this view was shared by 
Kennedy’s closest advisers: “We all in the White House considered upris¬ 
ings behind the lines essential to the success of the operation; so, too. did 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and so, we thought, did the CIA." 

Once again the CIA spokesmen had misled the other conferees in the 
White House by neglecting to say that they were aware of strong reasons 
for not going along with this assumption. As advocates of the CIA plan. 
Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell confined their remarks almost entirely to 
the positive side of the picture. They relayed the unsubstantiated reports ol 
their secret agents claiming that more than twenty-five hundred people were 
in the resistance organization in Cuba, that at least twenty thousand more 
were sympathizers, and that CIA contacts inside Cuba were requesting a 
large number of arms drops. 

Long after events had shown that the assumption of a Cuban uprising 
was completely mistaken, Allen Dulles revealed that from the beginning (lu- 
CIA had not expected much support from the Cuban resistance. In fact, (lu- 
CIA had no intelligence estimates that the landinu would touch off wide 

S- L- 

spread revolt in Chiba. The intelligence biancli of the uprnev lud not been 
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... in,-i ic the chances of an invasion’s being supported by the resist- 

.... or by popular uprisings behind the lines. Nor were any of 

• I.»11*• on the Cuban desk of the State Department, who kept a daily 
ill oh t of political activities in Cuba, asked for their judgments. Most 
• to p o in ipants in the White House meetings did not know this and sim- 
• MinetI ilmt the estimates mentioned by Dulles and Bissell had the full 

..is iit the government’s intelligence agency behind them. 

II ol the policy advisers asked more penetrating questions, some of the 
(iitl* »l esperts might have been consulted. In the absence of impartial 
. tinj'% by nonpartisan experts on Cuba, no one reminded the group of the 
mIi< o| .1 carefully conducted poll, reported in the preceding year, that 
i t howii (hat the overwhelming majority of Cubans supported the Castro 
. mu I hcsc poll results had been circulated throughout the United States 
f . 11mioiit and were generally believed to indicate relatively little hope of 
im bn iiij* widespread action against Castro inside Cuba. This evidence was 
alii i Imgotten or ignored by the political experts in the advisory group. 

I u n a few skeptical questions put to Dulles or Bissell might have cor- 
tttivd gloss misconceptions. The President and his advisers might have 
•» oiinl that the CIA planners realized (without mentioning it in their 
hi i*’Mii(i.n) dial the pre-invasion air strike would allow Castro plenty of time 
*. mimvi .i/'ainsi the underground and to round up political dissidents. This 
i necessary sacrifice, the CIA men had decided, in order to knock out 
i iniin'i air force. 

I he hick of detailed questioning about these matters is remarkable 
• IhI ii we consider that President Kennedy started off with strong misgivings 
mImiUI the amount of anti-Castro support that could be mustered on the 
id uni lbs misgivings were shared by at least one other member of his 
VS lull' 1 louse staff. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., in the memorandum he gave the 
I'i •nidcm during the crucial week of decision, stated his doubts about upris¬ 
ing In hind the lines and argued that there was no convincing evidence that 
mum revolt would he touched off or that Castro’s regime was so weak that it 
•' mi Ii I he toppled by the exiles’ landing. He warned that if the brigade estab- 
h In d a sceni c foothold in Cuba, the operation would at best lead to a pro- 
uin icd civil war and then Congressmen and other influential politicians in 
tin I iiilcd States would demand that we intervene by sending in the Ma- 
nut * < >thcis, including a well-informed journalist just returned from Cuba 
vim win, invited to the While House, made similar pessimistic forecasts. 
App.iiently none of these dissenting views was taken seriously enough by 
(In lhcadent nr his advisers to lead them to ask the intelligence community 
.(••i mii object ive assessment of the effectiveness of the Cuban resistance. 

Within iwcniy-fom hours after the first air strikes, it became apparent 
11 * 111 their would be no sabotage or rebellion and that Castro’s regime had 
1 1 1 4 i Ii mi u M . t u situation lirmly in hand. Inst as had been expected by the CIA 
11 mi t not by i hr main body ol the policy-making group), the Cuban police 
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force was alerted by the initial air strike and moved swiftly against intern i! 
sources of resistance. In Havana alone, some two hundred thousand polm 
cal suspects were promptly rounded up. Elsewhere in Cuba anyone sus 
pected of having underground connections was jailed. Even organized re 
sistance units that were already armed and waiting for a favorable 
opportunity to strike out against Castro’s regime were ineffective, initiatin'- 
only sporadic incidents of token resistance. 

The Revolutionary Council composed of exiled political leaders of tin- 
Cuban resistance movement, who were supposed to set up the new demo 
cratic government after the beachhead was established, complained bitterh 
after the invasion that no effort had been made to coordinate the invasion 
with underground activities. They said that the CIA in Cuba had failed (o 
provide supplies for organized resistance units, thus preventing them from 
executing long-standing plans to cut power lines and blow up factories. The 
CIA was also charged with gross negligence for ignoring the armed guerril 
las in the Escambray Mountains, for not using the channels available foi 
contacting underground groups throughout the island, and for sending in 
their own unknown agents, who succeeded only in confusing the entire un¬ 
derground movement. Sorensen concludes that there was no cooperation 
between the planners and the Cuban underground because the CIA mis¬ 
trusted the exiled left-wing leaders, just as the right-wing leaders supported 
by the CIA were mistrusted by most members of the underground. Con so 
quently, “No coordinated uprising or underground effort was reall\ 
planned or possible.” The members of the White House advisory group 
might have found all this out in advance if they had been sufficiently vigi¬ 
lant to require the CIA representatives to present full details about then 
plans (or lack of plans) for mobilizing the resistance movement in Cuba. 

Assumption number 6: If the Cuban brigade does not succeed in its prime 

military objective, the men can retreat to the Escambray Mountains and 

reinforce the guerrilla units holding out against the Castro regime. 

A major reason for approving the CIA’s plan was the decision-makers’ ex¬ 
pectation that even if the invasion failed to establish a new government in 
Cuba, there would still be a net gain. At worst, the invaders would join up 
with the rebels in the Escambray Mountains and strengthen the anti-Castro 
forces on die island; so in one way or another the Cuban exiles, who were 
already showing signs of unrest about getting back to their homeland in 
order to fight against the Castro regime, supposedly would be put to good 
use. Dulles and Bissell, when summarizing the CIA’s plan, told the advisory 
group on more than one occasion that the entire operation was safe because 
the invaders could, if necessary, escape from the beaches into the moun¬ 
tains. President Kennedy and others in the group were greatly reassured bv 
this argument. 









Prisoners captured by Castro’s militia during the Bay of Pigs 
attempt to invade Cuba. These men were among twelve 
hundred prisoners taken by Castro’s forces who were later 
ransomed by the United States government for $53 million in 
food and drugs. 
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I he end of their deliberations, any qualms the policy advisers 
lum’ had about the mission were put to rest. They believed the CIA 
l-l nmutg a small invasion (rather than a large-scale amphibious assault) 

• .* «Miihl enable the brigade of exiles to infiltrate the mountains. But they 

• • hud die most relevant information, which they could have obtained, 
f {•• * "ifiin.'il facts contradicted the reassuring view that was being con- 

• . d » die group. Evidently none of the policy-makers at the White 
H meetings asked to be fully briefed. 

Sin i die fiasco was over. President Kennedy and his advisers learned 
i da hi si time that the CIA officers in charge of the operation in Guate- 
-♦ *1 i had mil planned for an escape to the mountains and had discontinued 
i «min|t im guerrilla warfare long before most of the Cuban exiles in the 
nl. had started their training. In any case, the escape to the Escambray 
I inuiiiiiiiis was a realistic backstop only as long as the plan called for land- 
i, ill itmdad, near the foothills of the mountains. When, as a result of the 
I Iil.» muons of the White House advisory group, Trinidad was judged too 
. m pit mnis and was replaced by the Bay of Pigs, there was no possibility 
di-n the invaders could retreat to the mountains. Schlesinger acknowledges 
ih,i h< nml the others attending the White House meetings simply over- 
I .In d the geography of Cuba: * I don’t think we fully realized that the Es- 
Mulmiy Mountains lay 80 miles from the Bay of Pigs, across a hopeless 
< Kitjdt' nl swamps and jungle.” This oversight might have been corrected if 
. i«ttr nut* in the advisory group had taken the trouble to look at a map of 
* uImi. available in any atlas. 

I In* cost of sending an invading force without an escape route soon be- 
*ui4 measurable in human lives as well as in dollars and cents. Within two 
I *>n nnc» landing on the shores of Cuba, the men in the brigade found 
tin him’I ves completely surrounded and learned for the first time that they 
lutd no option but to be killed or captured. Seven months later, Castro 
mm h ,i hard bargain with the United States State Department and allowed 
ill* twelve hundred men who had been imprisoned to be released for the 
ii*iit**iit price of $53 million in food and drugs. 

1 he suffering of the twelve hundred imprisoned men and the ransom 
Homey weie only part of the losses sustained because of the policy-makers' 
lot * iiv.Mitipiion that the invaders could easily join guerrillas in the moun- 
i uni I lad they learned beforehand that there would be no way of escaping 
I*miii ihe beaches. President Kennedy’s advisers might not have been so 

.iplaceui about the net gain they were expecting, and they might have 

.(• * id*’*! tn drop the entire invasion plan. 


Why (Inl the advisory group fail? 

Why many miscall 'illations? ( imldn’l the six lalse assumptions have 
In * n aviudcd il l lie ail vis* *i v pinup had souj'ht Itillei tnl'onnaliitn and had 
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taken it into account? Some of the grossest errors resulted from faulty plan¬ 
ning and communication within the CIA. 1 The agency obviously had its 
own serious defects, but they do not concern us in the present inquiry. Nor 
are we going to try to unravel the complicated reasons for the Joint Chiefs 
willingness to endorse the CIA’s plan. 2 The central question is: Why did the 
President’s main advisers, whom he had selected as core members of his 
team, fail to pursue the issues sufficiently to discover the shaky ground on 
which the six assumptions rested? Why didn’t they pose a barrage of pene¬ 
trating and embarrassing questions to the representatives of the CIA and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff? Why were these men taken in by the incomplete 
and inconsistent answers they were given in response to the relatively few 
critical questions they raised? Schlesinger says that “for all the utter irra¬ 
tionality with which retrospect endowed the project, it had a certain queer 
logic at the time as it emerged from the bowels of government.” Why did 
the President’s policy advisers fail to evaluate the plan carefully enough to 
become aware of “its utter irrationality”? What was the source of the 
“queer logic” with which the plan was endowed? 

Even with the apparently unqualified endorsement of the military sec¬ 
tor of the United States government, the six assumptions behind the Bay of 
Pigs invasion were not so abstruse that military expertise was needed to 
evaluate them realistically. Sorensen points out that a communication gap 
between the military and civilian sectors of Kennedy’s administration led to 
a gap between the concept of the Cuban invasion and actuality: 

With hindsight it is clear that what in Tact [the President] had approved 
was diplomatically unwise and militarily doomed from the outset. What he 
thought he was approving appeared at the time to have diplomatic ac¬ 
ceptability and little chance of outright failure. That so great a gap be¬ 
tween concept and actuality should exist at so high a level on so dangerous 
a matter reflected a shocking number of errors in the whole decision¬ 
making process. 

But why did the civilian policy advisers—especially the core group of key 
cabinet members and White House staff—fail to close the gaps by picking 
to pieces the faulty assumptions? They did not put Dulles and Bissell 
through the kind of cross-examination that would have required the two 
men to reveal the inadequacies of their estimates and to go back to their 
agency to seek out better information. They did not make adequate use of 
the military and political experts who sat with them on the advisory com¬ 
mittee. The Joint Chiefs-of Staff could have been encouraged to spell out 
the military pros and cons of the invasion plan and to state their misgivings: 
the three State Department officials could have been encouraged to do the 
same about the chances for armed uprisings inside Cuba and the prospects 
of a provisional government's mobilizing popular support foi the overthrow 
of llu* (’astro regime. 
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Si lik-singcr acknowledges that because no one voiced any opposition at 
11 *. Hirelings of the advisory committee, the members of the White House 
i .(I Imnself included—“failed in their job of protecting the President,” 
.ml she representatives of the State Department failed in defending the 
l * I • I • >nt:i lie interests of the nation.” 


I hr official explanation 

Why did the brilliant, conscientious men on the Kennedy team tail so 
>h'iiullv? The answers given by Schlesinger, Sorensen, Salinger, Hilsman, 
.ml other knowledgeable insiders include four major factors, which evi- 
.h nils correspond closely with the reasons John F. Kennedy mentioned in 
(mini mortem discussions with leading members of the government. 


b act or number 1: political calculations 

When presenting the invasion plan, the representatives of the CIA, know- 
mi l\ i>i unknowingly, used a strong political appeal to persuade the Kcn- 
iii dv ml ministration to take aggressive action against the Castro regime. 

I In President was asked, in effect, whether he was as willing as the Repub- 
In mis to help the Cuban exiles fight against the Communist leadership in 
i til>,t II he did nothing, the implication was that Castro was free to spread 
Ins buiud of communism throughout Latin America. 

1 lie political consequences were especially obvious when the CIA rep- 
i r \cu in lives called attention to the so-called disposal question: What can 
\m* do with a trained brigade of Cuban exiles who are clamoring to gel back 
to Cuba? The problem seemed particularly acute because the Guatemalan 
I*< ivi*t ninent had become embarrassed about the publicity the exiles were re- 
i muiig and had asked that the men be removed. If we don’t send them to 
invade Cuba, Allen Dulles in effect told the advisory committee, we will 
li i\o to transfer them to the United States. He declared, “We can’t have 
ilnmi wandering around the country telling everyone what they have been 
iloinp," Obviously they would spread the word, loud and clear, that Ken¬ 
nedy had prevented them from trying to overthrow Castro’s dictatorship, 
and Kennedy might be accused of being soft on communism when it be- 
. nine known that he scuttled an anti-Castro operation. Furthermore, Castro 
would soon receive jets from the Soviet LJnion, and Cuban pilots were being 
named in Czechoslovakia to fiy them. Once the new planes arrived, a suc- 
i cv.l ul amphibious landing by the exile brigade would no longer be possi- 
I .|. A It e i June L l%l. according to the CIA, the massive power of the 
I 'nited Stales Marines and An Foicc would he required for a successful 
iio.iM.m ol Cuba Am how. the invasion could not he postponed lor long 
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because the rainy season was coming. This was the last chance for a purely 
Cuban invasion, and if Kennedy postponed it he would be seen as ham¬ 
pering the anti-Communist exiles who wanted to return to their homeland 
to fight for a democratic Cuba. 

Factor number 2: a new administration bottled 

in an old bureaucracy 

Slightly less than three months elapsed between the day the ill-fated CIA 
plan was presented to leading members of the new administration and the 
day the CIA operatives tried to carry it out. The pressures to arrive at a de¬ 
cision during those early months of the Kennedy administration came when 
the President and his senior advisers were still developing their decision¬ 
making procedures, before they were fully familiar with each other, with 
their respective roles, and with the ways of circumventing bureaucratic ob¬ 
stacles that make obtaining relevant information difficult. The new cabinet 
members and the White House staff had high esprit de corps but had not 
reached the point where they could talk frankly with each other without 
constant concern about protocol and deferential soft-pedaling of criticism. 
Kennedy himself did not yet know the strengths and weaknesses of his 
newly appointed advisers. For example, the President did not realize, as he 
did later, that the new Secretary of State was inclined to defer to the mili¬ 
tary experts and to withhold his objections to Defense Department tough¬ 
ness in order to avoid charges of State Department softness. Nor had he yet 
learned that it was wrong to assume, as he put it later, “that the military and 
intelligence people have some secret skill not available to ordinary mor¬ 
tals.” 


Factor number 3: secrecy—to the point of 
excluding the experts 

As happens with many other vital decisions involving military action, the 
clandestine nature of the plan to invade Cuba precluded using the usual 
government channels for shaping a foreign policy decision. Ordinarily, all 
relevant agencies would have been allowed to study the proposed course of 
action, suggest alternatives, and evaluate the pros and cons of each alterna¬ 
tive. Bureaucratic requirements of secrecy are likely to exclude from de¬ 
cision-making many of the most relevant experts. When the Bay of Pigs 
invasion was being planned, at least two groups of experts in the United 
States government were not consulted—those in the intelligence branch of 
the CIA and on the Cuban desk in the State Department. Schlesinger com¬ 
mented: 

The same men . . . both planned the operation and judged its chanees of 
success. . . . 1‘lie “neeil-l<>-kno\v” simulat'd t.e., thul no one dmuM be 
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• id ilx'iil ;i project unless it becomes operationally necessary—thus had 

• I*. ».In.he oiled of excluding much of the expertise of govemmen! at a 

u lifii every alert newspaper man knew something was afoot. 


It., idpiiiomenis of secrecy even extended to the primed matter dis- 
*•••«..I im ihe inner circle of policy-makers. The memoranda handed out 
in. ( I \ .md Joint Chiefs of Staff at the beginning of each session were 
• •I. • i. .1 .11 die end. This made it impossible for the participants to ponder 
• iln' .npiiments and to check out details by collecting information from 
im I--, available in their own offices. In short, the expert judgment of the 
It. s makers who participated in the Bay of Pigs decision was impaired by 
i. ituvN imposed. 


/./< tor number 4: threats to personal reputation 

Uthl UiltltS 

• m • i iniiciii policy-makers, like most executives in other organizations, 
I*, .inif in object to a policy if they think their forthright stand might dam- 
. * ihrii personal status and political effectiveness. This is sometimes re- 
i in .1 in as the effectiveness trap. In his account of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, 
«. hlt’Miipci admits that he hesitated to bring up his objections while attend¬ 
ing die While Mouse meetings for fear that others would regard it as pre- 

uiupniniis for him, a college professor, to take issue with august heads of 

♦ * i * * I. * i pnverument institutions. 


1% llie oll'icial explanation complete? 

I >»» these four factors fully explain the miscalculations that produced 
ilit invasion decision? It seems to me that they do not. Because of a sense of 
un ninpleteucss about the explanation, I looked for other causal factors in 
lhi splieie ol group dynamics. After studying Schlesinger’s analysis of the 
I hi n n| Pigs fiasco and other authoritative accounts. 1 still felt that even all 
l<tm 1.iciors operanng at lull force simultaneously could hardly have given 
iim’ lo such a faulty decision. Perhaps the four-factor explanation would be 
plausible il die policy advisers had met hurriedly only once or twice and 
had had only a lew days to make their decision. But they had the opportu- 
111 1n it* meei many limes and lo think about the decision for almost three 
in. mills 

line aie die mam reasons lor this judgment: 

I I In- poliiienl piessmes mainK stemmed from die reali/adon that the 
Kill net I \ .uliiiimsliaiioii implil be ,u dised ol lia\mg pi c\ euied die Cuban 
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exiles from canying out an invasion against the pro-Communist govern¬ 
ment of Cuba. But if Kennedy and his advisers had examined the six as¬ 
sumptions carefully enough to see how faulty they were, wouldn’t they have 
realized that permitting the Bay of Pigs fiasco to materialize would be at 
least as embarrassing, both at home and abroad? Moreover, even if the po¬ 
litical pressure centering on disposing ol the trained exile briuade was an 
overriding consideration, we are still left with a puzzling question: Win 
didn't the policy-makers explore some of the obvious alternatives for solv¬ 
ing the disposal question without resorting to a full-scale invasion? The\ 
might have negotiated for another camp elsewhere in central America anti 
allowed the exile brigade to infiltrate Cuba in small groups, going to landing 
places where they could easily join up with the guerrilla units in the moun- 
tains. Evidently this solution to the disposal problem, which would have 
had less damaging political repercussions than the all-out versus all-off al¬ 
ternatives that were considered, was never seriously examined. 

2. Although the Kennedy administration was indeed new, most of the 
men who participated in the decision were old hands at poiicy-makina. 
How probable is it that Bundy, McNamara, Rusk, Dillon, Mann. Berle. and 
Nnze would suppress their objections and risk allowing the nation to suffer 
a grave setback merely because they were uncertain about the proper way 
to behave? Moreover, isn't it improbable that all these men would share 
Kennedy's naive assumption—which he undoubtedly was expressing in 
greatly exaggerated form—that the military had special skill unavailable to 
other assessors of the invasion plan? Sonic of the false assumptions on 
which the plan was based—such as keeping United States involvement a 
secret- were more political than military, and the advisers knew that in 


these matters they had more expertise than the military men. Probably, 
Bundy, McNamara, Dillon, and the top State Department officials all con¬ 
cluded that nothing really important was wrong with the invasion plan. 

r new roles and other considerations that might 
have made them hesitate to communicate their objections, at one of the 
many sessions in which the invasion plan was discussed they would un¬ 
doubtedly have managed to call attention to the unacceptable grounds for 
the assumptions on which it rested. 

3. Many experts in the government were certainly excluded in a futile 


efloi t to keep the plan secret. But wouldn t the President's key advisers have 
insisted on consulting their own experts if they had carefully inspected the 
shaky grounds on which the CIA planners were basing their judgments? A 
lew incisive questions about the evidence for the CIA planners estimates of 
Castro's military and political strength might have quickly revealed that 
they were relaying uninformed estimates made without consulting the intel¬ 
ligence experts in their own agency or in the State Departmen ^Wouldn't 
the President and his advisers then have realized that there was *\i need for 
them in know.' and wouldn't experts have been asked to provide ihe p,i|. 
icv-tnakeis with an objective appiaisal? With the experts c\t hided »»nKide 
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mu i m u of ihe CIA’s plan was kept to a minimum. But why was there so 
null * niieism from inside the group of high-level government officials who 
ii Milficiently expert to evaluate at least some, if not all, of the assump- 

• n 'H'/’ 

I I 1 veil the highest government officials mav become concerned about 
I- un ilia I damage to their status and future effectiveness that might result 
it mu n incizing a plan proposed by the military. Still, it was by no means 

• l< it dial agreeing to the plan would be more advantageous than calling at- 

• ‘miMii in gaps in the CIA’s rationale and raising valid objections. If any 
i'Iumts had realized that the invasion was going to be a fiasco, wouldn’t 
du-\ also have realized that acquiescing would be much more damaging to 
dim lepnlation than raising critical questions to force the others, however 

• * liu iniitly. to reexamine their assumptions? Would the policy advisers re¬ 
in.mi silent at meeting after meeting if they thought the President was being 
mi led into making a stupid decision, damaging to his administration and 
in die country as a whole? When given the responsibility of forming a judg- 

• 111*111 about vital matters of national policy, such men are not likely to be 
mi iiindaled by vague threats of damage to their careers. Moreover, the four 
members of the Kennedy team who had worked with the President before 
iml during the election campaign—Bundy. Schlesinger. Goodwin, and 
UoluM't Kennedy—would not have felt such constraints when they talked 
miMiig themselves about the plan to invade Cuba. They knew the President 
\m-II enough to realize that he valued fresh viewpoints and independent 
dunking, that lie was ready to change his mind in response to strong argu- 
ineuK, and that he would support them against backbiting from anyone in 
dm executive branch on whose toes they might be stepping. 

Sensitized bv my dissatisfaction with the four-factor explanation. I no- 
ined m Schlesinger's account of what the policy-makers said to each other 
dm mg and after the crucial sessions numerous signs of group dynamics in 
lull operation. From studying this material 1 arrived at the groupthink hy¬ 
pothesis. 

(irouplliink does not replace the four-factor explanation of the faulty 
decision: raiher. it supplements the four factors and perhaps gives each of 
diem added cogency in the light of group dynamics. It seems to me that if 
pintipiliiuk had not been operating, the other four factors would not have 
been Milficiently powerful lo hold sway during the months when the inva- 
.lmi decision was heinu discussed. 


Symptoms of gmupihink among President 
Kenneth \s advisers 

\uniiliiii' I" die j’l"tipi(link livpiUliests mvmbeis ol am small colie- 
a\e i' i ol 1 1 • lend lu m. mil, tin espnl de imps In, tint mum imiisIv dmeli»pnit* 


a 
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number of shared illusions and related norms that interfere with critical 
thinking and reality testing. If the available accounts describe the delibera¬ 
tions accurately, typical illusions can be discerned among the members of 
the Kennedy team during the period when they were deciding whether to 
approve the CIA’s invasion plan. 


The illusion of invulnerability 

An important symptom of groupthink is the illusion of being invulnerable 
to the main dangers that might arise from a risky action in which the group 
is strongly tempted to engage. Essentially, the notion is that “If our leader 
and everyone else in our group decides that it is okay, the plan is bound to 
succeed. Even if it is quite risky, luck will be on our side.” A sense of “un¬ 
limited confidence" was widespread among the “New Frontiersmen" as 
soon as they took over their high government posts, according to a Justice 
Department confidant, with whom Robert Kennedy discussed the secret 
CIA plan on the day it was launched: 

It seemed that, with John Kennedy leading us and with all the talent he 
had assembled, nothing could stop us. We believed that if we laced up to the 
nation’s problems and applied bold, new ideas with common sense and 
hard work, we would overcome whatever challenged us. 

That this attitude was shared by the members of the President’s inner circle 
is indicated by Schlesinger’s statement that the men around Kennedy had 
enormous confidence in his ability and luck: “Everything had broken right 
tor him since 1956. He had won the nomination and the election against all 
the odds in the book. Everyone around him thought he had the Midas 
touch and could not lose. ’ Kennedy and his principal advisers were sophis¬ 
ticated and skeptical men, but they were, nevertheless, “affected by the eu¬ 
phoria of the new day." During the first three months after he took office— 
despite growing concerns created by the emerging crisis in Southeast Asia, 
the gold drain, and the Cuban exiles who were awaiting the go-ahead signal 
to invade Cuba—the dominant mood in the White House, according to 
Schlcsinger, was “buoyant optimism." It was centered on the “promise of 
hope" held out by the President: “ Euphoria reigned; we thought for a moment 
that the world was plastic and the future unlimited. ” 

All the characteristic manifestations of group euphoria—the buoyant 
optimism, the leader’s great promise of hope, and the shared belief that the 
group’s accomplishments could make “the future unlimited"—are strongly 
reminiscent of the thoughts and feelings that arise among members of many 
different types of groups during the phase when the members become cohe¬ 
sive. Al such a time, the members become somewhat euphoric about iluai 
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h. n>. K acquired “we-feeling”; they share a sense of belonging to a powerful, 
tx• .i« ( live group that in some vague way opens up new potentials tor each 
• I 1 1 11 * 111 . Often, there is boundless admiration of the group leader. 

< >m e this euphoric phase takes hold, decision-making for everyday ac- 
iivines, as well as long-range planning, is likely to be seriously impaired. 

I In’ members of a cohesive group become very reluctant to carry out the 
mi pleasant task of critically assessing the limits of their power and the real 
l<i,%es dial could arise if their luck docs not hold. They tend to examine 
. h h nsk in black and white terms. If it does not seem overwhelmingly dan- 
p imis. they are inclined simply to forget about it. instead of developing 
. mu impolicy plans in case it materializes. The group members know that no 
..no among them is a superman, but they feel that somehow the group is a 
iipngroup, capable of surmounting all risks that stand in the way of 

• tiiivmg out any desired course of action: “Nothing can stop us!" Athletic 

i. .mis and military combat units may often benefit from members’ enthusi- 
o.iic confidence in the power and luck of their group. But policy-making 

• Mimnillees usuallv do not. 

Wo would not expect sober government officials to experience such ex- 
uhnuiii esprit de corps, but a subdued form of the same tendency may have 
I iron operating—inclining the President’s advisers to become reluctant 
dmui examining the drawbacks of the invasion plan. In group meetings, 
iIns groiipthink tendency can operate like a low-level noise that prevents 
winning signals from being heeded. Everyone becomes somewhat biased in 
tin* direction of selectively attending to the messages that feed into the 
members’ shared feelings of confidence and optimism, disregarding those 
dint do not. 

When a cohesive group of executives is planning a campaign directed 
against a rival or enemy group, their discussions are likely to contain two 
ihomos, which embody the groiipthink tendency to regard the group as in¬ 
vulnerable: (1) “We are a strong group of good guys who will win in the 
mil.” (2) “Our opponents are stupid, weak, bad guys." It is impressive to 
•*ee how closely the six false assumptions fit these two themes. The notion 
imining through the assumptions is the overoptimistic expectation that “we 
i an pull olV this invasion, even though it is a long-shot gamble." I he policy 
advisers were probably unaware of how much they were relying on shared 
i.tiioimli/alioiis in order to appraise the highly risky venture as a safe one. 
I lieu overoptimistic outlook would have been rudely shaken if they had al¬ 
lowed their deliberations to focus on the potentially devastating conse¬ 
quences of the obvious drawbacks of the plan, such as the disparity in size 
between (‘astro’s military forces of two hundred thousand and the small 
In ij'.ide ol loin teen hundred exiles. In a sense, this difference made the odds 
ajMinst then lonc-slioi gamble 2(H).000 to 1,400 (over 140 to I). 

When discussing the misconceptions that led to the decision to approve 
(he ( IA\ plan, Nclilcsmgei cmpli.isi/cs the puss nndciestimation ol the 
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enemy. Castro was regarded as a weak “hysteric" leader whose army was 
ready to defect; he was considered so stupid that “although warned by air 
strikes, he would do nothing to neutralize the Cuban underground." This is 
a stunning example of the classical stereotype of the enemy as weak and in¬ 
effectual. 

In a concurrence-seeking group, there is relatively little healthy skepti¬ 
cism of the glib ideological formulas on which rational policy-makers, like 
many other people who share their nationalistic goals, generally rely in 
order to maintain self-confidence and cognitive mastery over the complex¬ 
ities of international politics. One of the symptoms of groupthink is the 
members persistence in conveying to each other the cliche and oversim¬ 
plified images of political enemies embodied in long-standing ideological 
stereotypes. Throughout their deliberations they use the same old stereo¬ 
types, instead of developing differentiated concepts derived from an open- 
minded inquiry enabling them to discern which of their original ideological 
assumptions, if any, apply to the foreign policy issue at hand. Except in un¬ 
usual circumstances of crisis, the members of a concurrence-seeking group 
tend to view any antagonistic out-group against whom they are plotting not 
only as immoral but also as weak and stupid. These wishful hcliefs continue 
to dominate their thinking until an unequivocal defeat proves otherwise, 
whereupon—like Kennedy and his advisers—they are shocked at the dis¬ 
crepancy between their stereotyped conceptions and actuality. 

A subsidiary theme, which also involved a strong dose of wishful think¬ 
ing, was contained in the Kennedy group’s notion that “we can set away 
with our clevci cover story. When the daily newspapers were already dem¬ 
onstrating that this certainly was not so. the undaunted members of the 
group evidently replaced the original assumption with the equally overop- 
timistic expectation that “anyhow, the non-Communist nations of the world 
will side with us. After all, we are the good guys." 

Overoptimistie expectations about the power of their side and the weak¬ 
ness of the opponents probably enable members of a group to enjoy a sense 
of low vulnerability to the effects of any decision that entails risky action 
against an enemy. In order to maintain this complacent outlook, each mem¬ 
ber must think that everyone else in the group agrees that the risks can he 
safely ignored. 


The illusion of unanimity 

When a group of people who respect each other’s opinions arrive at a unan¬ 
imous view, each member is likely to feel that the belief must be true. This 
reliance on consensual validation tends to replace individual critical think¬ 
ing and lenlity-iesling. unless there are clear-cut disagreements amoim the 
members. The members ol a lacc-lo-facc group often become inclined. 






'• "1 11111 1 c realizing it. to prevent latent disagreements from surfacing 
■ n iIn's are about to initiate a risky course of action. The group leader 
i if* members support each other, playing up the areas of convergence 
• ii< ii dunking, at the expense of fully exploring divergences that might 
■ "ipi die apparent unity of the group. Better to share a pleasant, balmy 
. up aimosphere than to be battered in a storm. 

1 Ins brings us to the second outstanding symptom of groupthink mani- 
'• d l*s die Kennedy team—a shared illusion of unanimity. In the formal 

..* dealing with the Cuban invasion plan, the group's consensus that 

'• r.k lea lures of the CIA plan should be adopted was relatively free of 
n i|*icemcnl. 

\iiordiiig to Sorensen. “No strong voice of opposition was raised in 
u .•! die key meetings, and no realistic alternatives were presented.” Ae- 
"dm)' in Schlesinger, “the massed and caparisoned authority of his senior 
Uu i,if. in die realm of foreign policy and defense was unanimous for going 
du nl . . Mad one senior advisor opposed the adventure, 1 believe that 
l • minis would have canceled it. No one spoke against it.” 

I Vi Imps the most crucial of Schlesinger’s observations is, “Our meetings 

• ■"! place in a curious aimosphere of assumed consensus ." His additional 
"nninils clearly show that the assumed consensus was an illusion that 

*"dd be maintained only because the major participants did not reveal 
dn n own reasoning or discuss their idiosyncratic assumptions and vague 
m •iv.iiions. President Kennedy thought that prime consideration was 
•" in)’ given to his prohibition oi direct military intervention by the United 
a in*-, lie assumed that the operation had been pared down to a kind of 
•mh- hi i nsive infiltration that, if reported in the newspapers, would be buried 
m die inside pages. Rusk was certainly not on the same wavelength as the 
Pu'Milcnl, for at one point he suggested that it might be better to have the 

• iiMideis fan out from the United States naval base at Guantanamo, rather 
di in laud at the Bay of Pigs, so that they could readily retreat to the base if 
m i e**s.iry. Implicit in his suggestion was a lack of concern about revealing 
I mied Slates military support as well as implicit distrust in the assumption 
made by the others about the ease of escaping from the Bay of Pigs. But dis- 
« usMim of Rusk’s strange proposal was evidently dropped long before he 
".i, induced to reveal whatever vague misgivings he may have had about 
die II.iy id Pigs plan. At meetings in the State Department, according to 
R'ij'ei llilsmaii. who worked closely with him. “Rusk asked penetrating 
questions that frequently caused us to re-examine our position.” But at the 
A lnie I louse meetings Rusk said little except to offer gentle warnings about 
ti \ • mlmr excesses. 

As usually happens m cohesive groups, the members assumed that “si- 
1'* 1 1 » e gives consent." Kenned) ami the others supposed that Rusk was in 
mb .i.iii l u i a ('i ecu lent with what the ( IA repi esenta lives were savins: about 
dn* '..mildness »il tin* invasion plan But about one week Ivloie the invasion 
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was scheduled, when Schlesinger told Rusk in private about his objections 
to the plan. Rusk, surprisingly, offered no arguments against Schlesinger's 
objections. He said that he had been wanting for some time to draw up a 
balance sheet of the pros and cons and that he was annoyed at the Joint 
Chiefs because “they are perfectly willing to put the President's head on the 
block, but they recoil at doing anything which might risk Guantanamo.” At 
that late date, he evidently still preferred his suggestion to launch the inva¬ 
sion from the United States naval base in Cuba, even though doing so 
would violate President Kennedy’s stricture against involving America's 
armed forces. 

McNamara’s assumptions about the invasion were quite different from 
both Rusk’s and Kennedy’s. McNamara thought that the main objective 
was to touch off a revolt of the Cuban people to overthrow Castro. The 
members of the group who knew something about Cuban politics and Cas¬ 
tro's popular support must have had strong doubts about this assumption. 
Why did they fail to convey their misgivings at any of the meetings? 


Suppression of personal doubts 

The sense of group unity concerning the advisability of going ahead with 
the CIA’s invasion plan appears to have been based on superficial appear¬ 
ances of complete concurrence, achieved at the cost of self-censorship of 
misgivings by several of the members. From post-mortem discussions with 
participants, Sorensen concluded that among the men in the State Depart¬ 
ment, as well as those on the White House staff, “doubts were entertained 
but never pressed, partly out of a fear of being labelled ‘soft’ or undaring in 
the eyes of their colleagues.” Schlesinger was not at all hesitant about pre¬ 
senting his strong objections in a memorandum he gave to the President 
and the Secretary of State. But he became keenly aware of his tendency to 
suppress objections when he attended the White House meetings of the 
Kennedy team, with their atmosphere of assumed consensus: 

In the months after the Bay of Pigs I bitterly reproached myself for having 
kept so silent during those crucial discussions in the Cabinet Room, 
though my feelings of guilt were tempered by the knowledge that a course 
of objection would have accomplished little save to gain me a name as a 
nuisance. 1 can only explain my failure to do more than raise a few timid 
questions by reporting that one's impulse to blow the whistle on this non¬ 
sense was simply undone by the circumstances of the discussion. 

Whether or not his retrospective explanation includes all his real reasons for 
having remained silent. Schlesinger appears to have been quite aware of the 
need to refrain from saying anything that would create a nuisance bv break¬ 
ing down the assumed consensus . 3 

Participants in the While 1 louse meetings, like members ol hums oilier 
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• ii «iission groups, evidently felt reluctant to raise questions that might cast 

• I*>11 hi i>n a plan that they thought was accepted by the consensus of the 
(ii.iiip, for fear of evoking disapproval from their associates. This type of' 
l> .it is probably not the same as fear of losing one’s effectiveness or damag- 
1 1 ip one’s career. Many forthright men who are quite willing to speak their 
Iiti’i e despite risks to their career become silent when faced with the possi¬ 
bles of losing the approval of fellow members of their primary work group. 

I lie discrepancy between Schlesinger’s critical memoranda and his silent 
H quiescence during the meetings might be an example of this. 

Schlesinger says that when the Cuban invasion plan was being pre- 
• nled to the group, “virile poses” were conveyed in the rhetoric used by the 
i * i*i eseiitatives of the CIA and the Joint Chiefs of Staff'. He thought the 
M lie Department representatives and others responded by becoming anx- 
u *11** io show that they were not softheaded idealists but really were just as 
iiHipli as the military men. Schlesinger’s references to the “virile” stance of 
iln mill lain advocates of the invasion plan suggest that the members of 
Kennedy’s in-group may have been concerned about protecting the leader 
1 1mu being embarrassed by their voicing “unvirile” concerns about the high 
irks of ihe venture. 

Al the meetings, the members of Kennedy's inner circle who wondered 
whether the military venture might prove to be a failure or whether the po¬ 
llin'.il consequences might be damaging to the United States must have had 
on I v mild misgivings, not strong enough to overcome the social obstacles 
tli.11 would make arguing openly against the plan slightly uncomfortable. By 
.iml large, each of them must have felt reasonably sure that the plan was a 
.ilc one, that at worst the United States would not lose anvthina from 
using n. They contributed, by their silence, to the lack of critical thinking 
m llie group’s deliberations. 


Self-appointed mindguard.s 

\mniig the well-known phenomena of group dynamics is the alacrity with 
w liK’h members of a cohesive in-group suppress deviational points of view 
In putting social pressure on any member who begins to express a view that 
deviates from the dominant beliefs of the group, to make sure that he will 
in a disrupt the consensus of the group as a whole. This pressure often takes 
iln* lm in of urging the dissident member to remain silent if he cannot match 
up Ins own beliefs with those of the rest of the group. At least one dramatic 
im.l.nicc of this type of pressure occurred a few days after President Ken- 
iii'ds li.id said, "we seem now destined to go ahead on a quasi-minimum 
basis “ I Ins was still several davs before the final decision was made. 

At a large birthday paitv lor lus wife. Robert Kennedy, who had been 
* >>m.i,mllv mlm in cd about the ( ‘ill »an iii\ a sum plan, took Selilesiuger aside 
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and asked him why he was opposed. The President’s brother listened cold I \ 
and then said, “You may be right or you may be wrong, but the President 
has made his mind up. Don't push it any further. Now is the lime for even 
one to help him all they can.” Here is another symptom of groupthink, dis 
played by a highly intelligent man whose ethical code committed him to 
freedom of dissent. What he was saying, in effect, was, “You may well fie¬ 
ri eh t about the dangerous risks, but 1 don’t give a damn about that: all of u*> 
should help our leader right now by not sounding any discordant notes thai 
would interfere with the harmonious support he should have.” 

When Robert Kennedy told Schlesinger to lay of!', he was functioning 
in a self-appointed role that I call being a “mindguard.” Just as a bod\ 
guard protects the President and other high officials from injurious physical 
assaults, a mindguard protects them from thoughts that might damage then 
confidence in the soundness of the policies to which they are committed oi 
to which they are about to commit themselves. 

At least one other member of the Kennedy team. Secretary of State 
Rusk, also effectively functioned as a mindguard, protecting the leader and 
the members from unwelcome ideas that might set them to thinking aboui 
unfavorable consequences of their preferred course of action and that miglu 
lead to dissension instead of a comfortable consensus. Undersecretary ol 


Slate Chester Bowles, who had attended a White House meeting at which 
he was given no opportunity to express his dissenting views, decided not to 
continue to remain silent about such a vital matter. He prepared a strong 
memorandum for Secretary Rusk opposing the CIA plan and, keeping well 
within the prescribed bureaucratic channels, requested Rusk's permission to 
present his case to the President. Rusk told Bowles that there was no need 
for any concern, that the invasion plan would be dropped in favor of a quiet 
little guerrilla infiltration. Rusk may have believed this at the time, but at 
subsequent White House meetings he must soon have learned otherwise. 
Had Rusk transmitted the undersecretary's memorandum, the urgent warn¬ 
ings it contained might have reinforced Schlesinger's memorandum and 
jolted some of Kennedy’s in-group, if not Kennedy himself, to reeonsidci 
the decision. But Rusk kept Bowles' memorandum firmly buried in the 
Slate Department files. 

Rusk may also have played a similar role in preventing Kennedy and 
the others from learning about the strong objections raised bv Edward R. 
Murrow, whom the President had just appointed director of the United 
States Information Agency. In yet another instance. Rusk appears to have 
functioned as a dogged mindguard, protecting the group from the opposing 
ideas of a government official with access to information that could have 
enabled him to assess the political consequences of the Cuban invasion bet¬ 
ter than anyone present at the White House meetings could. As director ol 


intelligence and research in the State Department. Roger I IiImimii poi wind 


of the invasion plan from Ins colleague Allen Dulles.md Mnuigk warned 



ii I., i I < it hav 




. . i.n\ Kusk of the dangers. He asked Rusk for permission to allow the 
, ,.i,..ii experts in his department to scrutinize thoroughly the assumptions 
. i, \ mi m iheir expertise. “I’m sorry.” Rusk told him. 1 but 1 can t let you. 
Hu, ,s |>e-mg too tightly held.” Rusk’s reaction struck Hilsman as strange 
i.i him- ,HI the relevant men in his department already had top seem it) 

.. Hilsman assumed that Rusk turned down his urgent request be- 

him- ,,i pressure from Dulles and Bissell to adhere to the CIA’s special se- 
. m 11 \ i estrietions. But if so, why, when so much was at stake, did the Secre- 
i ns n! State fail to communicate to the President or to anyone else in the 


... ihat his most trusted intelligence expert had grave doubts about 

III. invasion plan and felt that it should be appraised by the Cuban special- 
, is* As a result of Rusk's handling of Hilsman's request, the President and 
lm advisers remained in the curious position, as Hilsman put it, of making 
mi imp,manl political judgment without the benefit of advice from the gov- 

• iinm-iit's most relevant intelligence experts. 

I a king account of the mindguard functions performed by the Attorney 
i u iin a I and the Secretary of Slate, together with the President’s failure to 
dlnw nme for discussion of the few oppositional viewpoints that occa- 


innalh did filter into the meetings, we surmise that some form of collusion 
v is ginng on. That is to say. it seems plausible to infer that the leading civil- 

...nbers of the Kennedy team colluded— perhaps unwittingly to pro- 

mi ihe proposed plan from critical scrutiny by themselves and by any ol 
ill* - govern mem's experts. 


Docility fostered by suave leadership 

I Ik- pump pressures that help to maintain a group’s illusions are sometimes 
I• .’ii ci cd by various leadership practices, some of which involve subtle ways 
,.| making it difiicult for those who question the initial consensus to suggest 
nltet natives and to raise critical issues. The groups agenda can readily be 
manipulated by a suave leader, often with the tacit approval of the mem- 
1 ,ns, so dial there is simply no opportunity to discuss the drawbacks ol a 
remiugly satisfactory plan of action. This is one of the conditions that los- 
tri•. gioiiptliink. 

p,evident Kennedy, as leader at the meetings in the White House, was 
piohahlv more active than anyone else in raising skeptical questions; yet he 
iivins to have encouraged the group’s docility and uncritical acceptance )l 
i | K - deice live arguments in favor of the CIA’s plan. At each meeting, instead 
,.| (.pentup up the agenda to permit a full airing of the opposing considera¬ 
tions. he allowed die CIA representatives to dominate the entire discussion. 
I Ik - Ihesulcnl permitted them to rolulc immediately each tentative doubt 
dial one ol the others might express, instead ol asking whether anyone else 
h,id die same doubt ot wauled to pursue the implication*- ol the new wot t i- 
mne issue tli.il had been i.used 
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Moreover, although the President went out of his way to bring to a cm 
cial meeting an outsider who was an eloquent opponent of the invasion 
plan, his style of conducting the meeting presented no opportunity for dis 
cussion of the controversial issues that were raised. The visitor was Scnatoi 
J. William Fulbright. 'I he occasion was the climactic meeting of April 4 . 
1961 . held at the State Department, at which the apparent consensus that 
had emerged in earlier meetings was seemingly confirmed by an open straw 
vote. The President invited Senator Fulbright after the Senator had made 
known his concern about newspaper stories forecasting a United Slates 
invasion of Cuba. At the meeting, Fulbright was given an opportunity to 
present his opposing views. In a “sensible and strong" speech Fulbright cor¬ 
rectly predicted many of the damaging effects the invasion would have on 
United States foreign relations. The President did not open the floor to dis¬ 
cussion of the questions raised in Fulbright’s rousing speech. Instead, he re¬ 
turned to the procedure he had initiated earlier in the meeting: he had 
asked each person around the table to state his final judgment and after 
Fulbright had taken his turn, he continued the straw vote around the table. 
McNamara said he approved the plan. Berlc was also for it; his advice was 
to “let her rip." Mann, who had been on the fence, also spoke in favor of it. 

Picking up a point mentioned by Berle, who had said he approved but 
did not insist on “a major production." President Kennedy changed the 
agenda by asking what could be done to make the infiltration more quiet. 
Following discussion of this question—quite remote from the fundamental 
moral and political issues raised by Senator Fulbright—the meeting ended. 
Schlesinger mentions that the meeting broke up before completion of the 
intended straw vote around the tabic. Thus, wittingly or unwittingly, the 
President conducted the meeting in such a way that not only was there no 
time to discuss the potential dangers to United States foreign relations 
raised by Senator Fulbright, but there was also no time to call upon 
Schlesinger, the one man present who the President knew strongly shared 
Senator Fulbrieht’s mis«ivin&s. 

Of course, one or more members of the group could have prevented this 
by-passing by suggesting that the group discuss Senator Fulbright’s argu¬ 
ments and requesting that Schlesinger and the others who had not been 
called upon be given the opportunity to state their views. But no one made 
such a request. 

The President’s demand that each person, in turn, state his overall judg¬ 
ment, especially after having just heard an outsider oppose the group con¬ 
sensus, must have put the members on their mettle. These arc exactly the 
conditions that most strongly foster docile conformity to a group’s norms. 
After listening to an opinion leader (McNamara, for example) express his 
unequivocal acceptance, it becomes more difficult than ever for oilier mem¬ 
bers to state a difierent view. Open straw votes generally pul piessmv on 
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..it i im 1 1vicliuil to agree with the apparent group consensus, as has been 
i"i%wi hv well-known social psychological experiments. 

\ lew days before the crucial meeting of April 4 , another outsider who 
... * i> 1 11 have challenged some of the group’s illusions attended one of the 

..... gs hut was never given the opportunity to speak his piece. At the ear- 

1k i men mg. the outsider was the acting Secretary of State. Chester Bowles, 
.it. udiiig m place of Secretary Rusk, who was abroad at a SEATO confer- 
... - I ike Senator Fulbright, Bowles was incredulous and at times even 
I..m i ilied" at the group’s complacent acceptance of the CIA’s invasion 
,.i iu». I lowever. President Kennedy had no idea what Bowles was thinking 

.1 . the plan, and he probably felt that Bowles was there more in the role 

.1 n icporter to keep Rusk up to date on the deliberations than as a partici- 
I* mi in the discussion. In any case, the President neglected to give the group 
iIh Hpportunity to hear the reactions of a fresh mind; he did not call upon 
Mi.w Icn ai any time. Bowles sat through the meeting in complete silence. He 
Mi li.* could not break with formal bureaucratic protocol, which prevents 
m a in lei secretary from volunteering his opinion unless directed to do so by 
hi* ilm-l or by the President. Bowles behaved in the prescribed way and 
. ..ttlitial his protestations to a State Department memorandum addressed 
I.. Kusk, which, as we have seen, was not communicated to the President. 

Ah additional bit of information about Bowles’ subsequent career 
m ms to lit in with all of this, from the standpoint of group psychology. 

I lining the bitter weeks following the Bay of Pigs fiasco, Chester Bowles 
\Mv, the first man in the new administration to be fired by President Ken- 
ii« dv. Some of Bowles’ friends had told the press that he had opposed the 
( a ban venture and had been right in his forecasts about the outcome. Evi¬ 
dently tins news annoyed the President greatly. Bowles’ opponents in the 
udinimslialion pointed out that even if Bowles had not leaked the story to 
die press, he had discussed the matter with his friends at a time when it 
wimid embarrass the White House. This may have contributed to the Presi¬ 
de mi\ solution to the problem of what to do about the inept leadership of 
tin* ificllidcnt State Department bureaucracy. He decided to shift Bowles 
out o| his position as second-in-command, instead of replacing Rusk, whom 
lie liked personally and wanted to keep as a central member of his team. "I 
iiui't do that to Rusk," Kennedy later said when someone suggested shift¬ 
ing Rusk to the United Nations. “He is such a nice man." 

I hiring the Bay of Pigs planning sessions. President Kennedy, probably 
unwittingly, allowed the one-sided CIA memoranda to monopolize the at¬ 
tention ol the group by failing to circulate opposing statements that might 
Imvc stimulated an intensive discussion of the drawbacks and might there¬ 
in! c have revealed the illusory nature of the group’s consensus. Although 
the Piesulent read and privately discussed the strongly opposing memo- 
miuI.i piep.ued hv Sehlesmger ami Senator Fulbright. he never distributed 
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ihem to the policy-makers whose critical judgment he was seeking. Ken 
nedy also knew that Joseph Newman, a foreign correspondent who had just 
visited Cuba, had written a series of incisive articles that disagreed with 
forecasts concerning the ease of generating a revolt against Castro. But. al 
though he invited Newman to the White House for a chat, he did not dis¬ 
tribute Newman’s impressive writings to the advisory group. 

The members themselves, however, were partially responsible for the 
President’s biased way of handling the meetings. They need not have been 
so acquiescent about it. Had anyone suggested to the President that it might 
be a good idea for the group to gain more perspective bv studying state¬ 
ments of opposing points of view. Kennedy probably would have welcomed 
the suggestion and taken steps to correct his own-sided way of running the 
meetings. 


The taboo against antagonizing valuable new 

members 

It seems likely that one of the reasons the members of the core group ac¬ 
cepted the President’s restricted agenda and his extraordinarily indulgent 
treatment of the CIA representatives was that a kind of informal group 
norm had developed, producing a desire to avoid saying anything that 
could be construed as an attack on the CIA’s plan. The group apparently 
accepted a kind of taboo against voicing damaging criticisms. This may 
have been another important factor contributing to the group’s tendency to 
indulge in groupthink. 

How could such a norm come into being? Why would President Ken¬ 
nedy give preferential treatment to the two CIA representatives? Why 
would Bundy, McNamara, Rusk, and the others on his team fail to chal¬ 
lenge this preferential treatment and accept a taboo against voicing critical 
opposition? A few clues permit some conjectures to be made, although we 
have much less evidence to go on than for delineating the pattern of pref¬ 
erential treatment itself. 

It seems that Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell. despite being holdovers 
from the Eisenhower administration, were not considered outsiders by the 
inner core of the Kennedy team. President Kennedy and his closest associ¬ 
ates did not place these two men in the same category as the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, who were seen as members of an outside military clique established 
during the earlier administration, men whose primary loyalties belonged 
elsewhere and whose presence at the While House meetings was tolerated 
as a necessary requirement of governmental protocol. (Witness Secretary 
Rusk’s unfriendly comments about the Joint Chiefs beinu more loval to 
their military group in the Pentagon than to the President, when he was 
conversing privately with fellow in-group member Selilesingn i Pi evident 
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» mioJv ;iiid those in his inner circle admired Dulles and Bissell, regarded 
. mi ,r. valuable new members of the Kennedy team, and were pleased to 
. . ihem on board. Everyone in the group was keenly aware of the fact 
i. o lie.sell had been devoting his talents with great intensity lor over a year 
■ t. vduping the Cuban invasion project and that Dulles was also deeply 
.mmHied to it. Whenever Bissell presented his arguments, “we all listened 
, ... lived." Schlesinger informs us. “fascinated by the workings of this su- 
... 1 1,h dear, organized and articulate intelligence.” Schlesinger reports that 
in .11 was regarded bv the group as “a man of high character and remark- 
.i.l. intellectual gifts.” In shorL, he was accepted as a highly prized mem- 
i 11 

I he sense of power of the core group was probably enhanced by the re- 
,it/.i nun that the two potent bureaucrats who were in control of America’s 
«n nM\e intelligence network were affiliated with the Kennedy team. The 

. members of the team would certainly want to avoid antagonizing or al- 

t mil in]’ ihem. They would be inclined, therefore, to soft-pedal their criti- 
. m*. ul the CIA pian and perhaps even to suspend their critical judgment 
m • n .limiting it. 

I he way Dulles and Bissell were treated by President Kennedy and his 
. ..males after their plan had failed strongly suggests that both men con- 
.imir.l In be fully accepted as members of the Kennedy team during the po¬ 
und ul crisis generated by their unfortunate errors. According to Sorensen, 

I . niie.lv s regard for Richard Bissell did not change after the Bay of Pigs 
dn.iMei. and ho regretted having to accept Bissell’s resignation. When 
I miles submitted his resignation, President Kennedy urged him to postpone 
H i nd asked him to join a special commission to investigate the causes ol 
tin i i.isco. During the days following the defeat, Kennedy refrained from 
i»|truly criticizing either Bissell or Dulles (this must have required consider- 
iblc icstraint). On one occasion when a mutual friend of Dulles and Ken¬ 
ned s told the President self-righteously that he was deliberately going to 
,ivi.id seeing the CIA director, Kennedy went out of his way to support 
t miles by inviting him for a drink and ostentatiously putting his arm 
huh ud him in the presence of the would-be ostracizer. This is a typical way 
lui a leader of a cohesive group to treat one of the members who is tempo- 
i .it 1 1 % “in l he dog house.” 

I lie picture we get, therefore, is that the two CIA representatives, both 
1 11C 1 1 I s esteemed men who had recently joined the Kennedy team, were pre- 
M-nting i heir “baby" to the rest of the team. As protagonists, they had a big 
head start toward eliciting a favorable consensus. New in-group members 
would he listened to much more sympathetically and much less critically 
than ..insulas representing an agency that might be trying to sell one of its 
own pel piujects lo the new President. 

I |ilsuiaii, wini also icspected the two men, sa\s that Dulles and Bissell 
li.ul In*, umc ciiiuliun.ills iiivulv ol so decpls msulwilin the develop- 
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ment of the Cuban invasion plans that they were no longer able to see 
clearly or to judge soundly." He adds, “There was so deep a commitment, 
indeed, that there was an unconscious effort to confine consideration of the 
proposed operation to as small a number of people as possible, so as to 
avoid too harsh or thorough a scrutiny of the plans.” If Hilsman is correct, 
it is reasonable to assume that the two men managed to convey to the other 
members of the Kennedy team their strong desire "to avoid too harsh or 
thorough a scrutiny.” 4 

Whatever may have been the political or psychological reasons that 
motivated President Kennedy to give preferential treatment to the two CIA 
chiefs, he evidently succeeded in conveying to the other members of the 
core group, perhaps without realizing it, that the CIA’s “baby” should not 
be treated harshly. His way of handling the meetings, particularly his adher¬ 
ence to the extraordinary procedure of allowing every critical comment to 
be immediately refuted by Dulles or Bissell without allowing the group a 
chance to mull over the potential objections, probably set the norm of going 
easy on the plan, which the two new members of the group obviously 
wanted the new administration to accept. Evidently the members of the 
group adopted this norm and sought concurrence by continually patching 
the original CIA plan, trying to find a better version, without looking too 
closely into the basic arguments for such a plan and without debating the 
questionable estimates sufficiently to discover that the whole idea ought to 
be thrown out. 


Conclusion 

Although the available evidence consists of fragmentary and somewhat 
biased accounts of the deliberations of the White House group, it neverthe¬ 
less reveals gross miscalculations and converges on the symptoms of group- 
think. My tentative conclusion is that President Kennedy and the policy ad¬ 
visers who decided to accept the CIA’s plan were victims of groupthink. If 
the facts I have culled from the accounts given by Schlesinger, Sorensen, 
and other observers are essentially accurate, the groupthink hypothesis 
makes more understandable the deficiencies in the government’s decision¬ 
making that led to the enormous gap between conception and actuality. 

The failure of Kennedy’s inner circle to detect any of the false assump¬ 
tions behind the Bay of Pigs invasion plan can be at least partially ac¬ 
counted for by the group’s tendency to seek concurrence at the expense of 
seeking information, critical appraisal, and debate. The concurrence-seek¬ 
ing tendency was manifested by shared illusions and oilier symptoms, 
which helped tile members to maintain a sense of group solubility. Musi 
crucial were the symptoms that contributed to complutciii o\eu oulidencc 
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m the face of vague uncertainties and explicit warnings that should have 
alerted the members to the risks of the clandestine military operation—an 
operation so ill conceived that among literate people all over the world the 
name of the invasion site has become the very symbol of perfect failure. 
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In and Out of North Korea: 

(< The Wrong War 

with the Wrong Enemy” 


The decision to escalate the Korean War in the fall of 1950 bv authorizing 

J V- 

General MacArthur's victorious military forces to cross the 33th parallel in 
an attempt to occupy North Korea was the Truman administration's Bay ot 
Pigs. It illustrates once again how responsible leaders of a democratic na¬ 
tion can support each other in making gross errors of judgment that have 
disastrous consequences. Victory soon turned into defeat when Communist 
China responded by entering the war. 

In a detailed analysis of the United States policy-makers' deliberations 
concerning the occupation of North Korea, Alexander George, a well- 
known political scientist, points to a number of psychological as well as po¬ 
litical factors that make the explanation of the miscalculation “complex and 
many-faceted": 

The momentum of events following, MacArthur’s landing at Inchon, the 

w *_• 

intoxication of success, domestic political considerations, and wishful 
thinking no doubt abetted the miscalculation. Be it noted, however, that 
intelligence appraisals of Chinese Communist intentions did not challenge 
sharply or early enough the widespread euphoria and optimism in which 
Administration leaders .shared. 


Granted that inadequate intelligence reports and other nonpsychologic.il 
factors contributed to the faulty decision-making, we must still try to mulct 
stand how sober policy-makers with long experience in responsible post 
tions could succumb to “the intoxication of success," indulge in “wishful 
thinking," and collectively take enormous risks in a stale of “euphoria and 
optimism." The groupihink hvpolhcsis helps to account hu tins chistci ol 
psychological factors. 
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President Truman’s harmonious advisory 
group 


On the night of June 24, 1950, the unexpected news that the North Ko¬ 
reans had invaded South Korea reached government leaders in Washing¬ 
ton. (he next day, the United States government announced that Ameri- 
< .ms would aid South Korea and would not appease the Communist 
.ijM'i essors. Thereafter, a creeping movement toward war took place day by 

• l,i%. as one little emergency decision after another was made to cope with 
the augmented crisis created by the piecemeal collapse of South Korea's 
military forces. 

1 hroughout the initial week of crisis and during subsequent months, 
substantially the same group of government leaders met frequently to de- 
«ide what to do about the war in Korea. The members of this policy-making 
pimp, headed by President Harry S. Truman, included Secretary of State 
I Van Aeheson and the four ranking civilians in the Defense Department— 
’•eu clary of Defense Louis A. Johnson, who was replaced in September 
l'>M> by General George C. Marshall. Secretary of the Army Frank Pace, 
'•fuviary of the Navy Francis P. Mathews, and Secretary of the Air Force 
I In mins K. Finleltcr. In addition, the meetings were usually attended by 
ilu* lour Joint Chiefs of Staff (Generals Omar N. Bradley, J. Lawton Col¬ 
lins. and Hoyt S. Vandenberg and Admiral Forrest J. Sherman) and by sev- 

• i.d undersecretaries and assistant secretaries from the State and Defense 
I vp.ii lments. The key members of this ad hoc group of advisers were also 
Members of the National Security Council, which had official responsihilits 

I• *i making policy recommendations to the President but which met less fre- 

• pii’llllv. 


I hiring the first week of daily conferences to deal with the Korean War 

• i ims. 1 ruman's group of advisers developed a high degree of solidarity. 
1 d< n Paige, a political scientist who has made an intensive study of the 
•in inip\ first six meetings based largely on interviews of the members, calls 

'Mention to the “intra-group solidarity" at all the crisis meetings. He eon- 

• hides that “one of the most striking aspects [of the set of decisions that 

• "minuted the United States to fight in Korea] is the high degree of salisfao 

• i"ti ami sense of moral rightness shared by the decision makers." Paige 

• l'i“ii*‘- nnc of the participants who described the general atmosphere of a 
""‘'iiui' ai which a major decision was made as “the finest spirit of har- 
nion\ 1 have ever known.” Every time thev met during the first week of the 
« " i*. .u cording to Paige, the advisers agreed to a recommended course of 

• • i .mi "w iih minimal conllicl." 

I h» mem hers of the group continued to display esprit de corps and mu- 

• d .hIiiiii.iIi.hi thioiighoul the manv months thev worked together. It was 

•up i >! men vlio shared the same basic values and the dominant beliefs 
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President Truman with two advisers who were greatly 
influential in the government deliberations over the issue of 
invading North Korea—Secretary of Defense George C. 
Marshall and Secretary of State Dean Acheson. 
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.■l tin- power elite of American society, particularly about the necessity for 

• miing the expansion of “world communism” in order to protect the 
fnv world.” 

Relations between the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the President’s civilian 
"h iso** were not strained, as they were during the early days of the Ken- 
m« • Is administration. The military and civilian advisers in Truman’s group 
•m ie not only mutually respectful but participated in the ‘Tine spirit of har- 
iiu* u\ • In a case study of Acheson’s role in the decision to occupy North 
I mum cl tiring the fall of 1950, political scientist David S. McLellan con- 

• ludrs that “General Bradley and other members of the JCS shared com- 
pli lelv Acheson’s view of grand strategy. . . . Bradley and the Joint Chiefs 

H* so in accord with Truman and Aeheson that they earned from Senator 
I ill iIn* epithet of‘political’ generals.” On all the major Korean War de- 

• i a ms. including those made during the crucial days in early November 

I'>*ii when the group decided to ignore the ominous implications of in tell i- 
i < n* e information that correctly reported the presence of Communist Chi- 
m* •• military units in North Korea, the civilian advisers were in substantial 
. .... with the Joint Chiefs. 

Indications of the favorable attitude of the military men toward the ci- 
tli.ms in the group can be seen in General Collins’ account of the Korean 
K u (insofar as his personal assessments are representative of those of the 
•ill* i hunt Chiefs). General Collins expresses overall satisfaction that the 
o * Miuinciidations made by the Joint Chiefs “carried considerable weight 

• ith the President, and with the Secretaries of State and Defense.” The ci- 
iit in wnhiii the group with whom General Collins worked most closely 

* Secretary of the Army Frank Pace; their relationship, he says, was 
I* iiin lenzcd by “full understanding, mutual confidence and respect.” Col¬ 
in.- i*. imslniiiiig in his praise of the civilian who was the group’s leader. Re- 
i Ming to President Truman’s leadership at conferences in which he partici- 
i util, ( ollins asserts; 


I • .one m have tremendous admiration for this remarkable man. . . . He 
d<\eloped a rare talent for listening to his advisers in this field [foreign 
olt.nu.) and quickly getting to the root of a problem. He was ever ready to 
In in hoi h sides of a proposition and would balance them objectively and 
Hindis come up with a clear-cut, fearless decision. 

Urn (ieiicrai Marshall joined the group, the Joint Chiefs could feel all 

»• ... secure about their role in the President’s war councils because 

• ••* s hud a Secretary of Defense with immense prestige who, unlike his im- 
•• h ii. 1 pietlcccssors. was a military man and could fully understand their 
’ iliuikmg. fins advantage for the generals was not at the cost of in- 
• • -I * i nicer ii among the State Department representatives and other ci- 
• -it aduseis who inii'hl be sensitive about the amount of influence 
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Marshall and did not perceive him as a man who would allow his loyally to 
the military establishment to dominate his judgment. 

Harmony within the group was increased in another way when Louis 
Johnson was replaced by George Marshall. Before the outbreak of the Ko¬ 
rean War, Johnson and Acheson had been feuding over United Stales pol¬ 
icy toward China, and as a result the two men ‘‘disliked and distrusted each 
other personally.’’ Early in the Korean War crisis these two core members 
of the President’s team carefully avoided quarreling and even praised each 
other publicly, presumably to avoid disrupting the group; but their truce 
was a superficial and fragile one. In his memoirs, Acheson says that in the 
fall of 1950 Johnson’s behavior was so bizarre that he must have already 
been suffering from the brain disease that ultimately proved fatal. Johnson 
was dismissed from his post of Secretary of Defense when President Tru¬ 
man learned that he had been working with Republican opposition leaders 
who were launching a campaign to remove Acheson from office. With Mar¬ 
shall in the key position, Acheson was reunited with his “revered and be¬ 
loved former chief,” with whom he had worked closely during 1947-1949. 
when the general had served as Secretary of State. “No change,” Acheson 
asserts, “could have been more welcome to me.” Acheson describes Gen 
eral Marshall as a man “richly endowed,” supreme in the “art . . . of judg 
ment in its highest form”—not merely in military affairs but “in great affairs 
of Slate, which require both mastery of precise information and apprehen 
sion of imponderables.” Above all, he was a leader “who compelled re¬ 
spect.” 

Perhaps the closest bond of all was between President Truman and 
Acheson. In their memoirs, written many years later, the two men showed 
no reticence about expressing their mutual admiration. Truman praised 
Acheson for his “keen mind, cool temper, and broad vision.” After devoting 
two pages to refuting the “noisy clamor” of those who said he should have 
fired Acheson, Truman concluded: “History, I am sure, will list Dean 
Acheson among the truly great Secretaries of State our nation has had.” 
Acheson returned the high compliment in his memoirs by telling his renti¬ 
ers, in effect, that history will fist Harry Truman among the truly great Pres 
idents our nation has had. “Among the thirty-five men who have held the 
presidential office,” Acheson solemnly predicts, “Mr. Truman will stand 
with the few who in the midst of great difficulties managed their offices with 
eminent benefit to the public interest.” Elaborating on Harry Truman's 
qualities as a leader. Acheson asserts that the President evoked esprit dc 
corps among his lieutenants. He compares the cheerful temperament of his 
Harry with England’s ureat Harry, who five hundred years earlier had 
cheered his men before the battle of Agincourt. “His liberal eye doth give n> 
every one ... a little touch of Harry in the night,” Shakespeare had written 
of Henry V. Acheson said ol'Tniman: 

I he "til lie touch ol I la i IV.” w Inch kepi .ill n| us pomp umc I nun ... 

ti.iusiifile Mipplv u| \ 1 1. 1 1 1 1s and pood ‘.pints 
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[He had the] qualities of a leader who builds esprit de corps. He ex¬ 
pected, and received; the loyalty he gave. As only those close to him knew, 
I lurry S. Truman was two men. One was the public figure—peppery, some- 
limes belligerent, often didactic, the “give-em-hell" Harry. The other was 
ilie patient, modest, considerate, and appreciative boss, helpful and under¬ 
standing in all official matters, affectionate and sympathetic in any private 
wmrv or sorrow. This was the “Mr. President" we knew and loved. 


I b'lcclive decision-making 


Scholars disagree about the quality of the Truman administration’s ini- 
o il intervention decisions, made in June 1950, authorizing American mili- 
i ii\ Mipport to help South Korea resist the North Korean invaders. Some 
l" hrve the United States policy-makers overcommitled themselves in 
I ohm on the basis of miscalculations and without having adequately ex- 
plmcil the alternatives to armed intervention. Others argue that the decision 
io intervene was basically sound under the circumstances, especially be- 
"im* of the mounting danger that countries in the Soviet bloc might seize 
Miihol of neighboring nations in Europe as well as in Asia. But historians 

• ml political scientists seem to be in general agreement about the poor qual- 
ii- oi the risky decision made several months later—the decision to author- 

• « pursuit of the defeated North Korean army across the 38th parallel up to 
'In bolder ol Communist China. At the start of the war. United Stales pol- 
•• li.nl been to prevent the pro-Communist government of North Korea 
lo'iu conquering South Korea. The escalation decision authorized a large- 

i ib American military effort, in the name of the United Nations, to eon- 
pti i all North Korea so that the entire country could be placed under the 
"iiiiol of the pro-American South Korean government. This policy switch 
ii.mi ''containment” to “rolling back” was made in the face of repeated 
dm if. ol military intervention by the Communist Chinese government. 
I • Himi m and his advisers decided to ignore the risks and took a huge gam- 
' I. without quite realizing how high the stakes would be if thev lost. 

I O J 


Within a few weeks after the escalation decision, disaster struck. On 
■ *\ • mher 28. 1950, the Chinese attacked in massive force, inflicting a 
•• i|oi tU-leal (Ui United Stales troops, trapping entire units and compelling 
in i.\i to withdraw hastily. During the weeks that followed, MacArthur’s 
i 1.1 • weie driven out of North Korea and were almost driven out of South 
1 *" .i m the longest, retreat in American history.” From this point on. the 
• ml" i '• ol I niman's group attempted to undo their error, to avoid further 
• iturn ol China, and to limit the war in Korea as much as possible. 
*d ihuii ihis point on. the war in Korea was marked mainly by inconclu- 
"l\. ones .uni ictieais followed b\ a friislrating stalemate, which had 
tihiij' | >• ill I k a I i on sei | ueiices loi the Itimian administration. 1 
Ml* i the ( 'liinrse ( 'oinimiinsis entered the war. just as ihc\ had repeal- 


1 
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American troops preparing to withdraw in the general retreat 
when Chinese Communist troops unexpectedly entered the 
war. This occurred in late fall of 1950, after the United States 
government’s fateful decision to pursue the North Korean 
army across the 38th parallel up to the border of Communist 
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> • 11v warned the United States they would do. General Bradley, chairman 
i'I ilie Joint Chiefs of Staff, summed up the disillusionment of American 
[•■•licv-makers. America, he said, was becoming embroiled ‘“in the wrong 
t\.n, at the wrong place, at the wrong time, and with the wrong enemy/’ 
In Presidential Power , Richard Neustadt describes the Truman adminis- 
11 . 1111 >n*s decision to occupy North Korea as ill contrived and essentially op- 
I'l'i innislic—“a passing fancy, taken and abandoned as the war news 
* lunged/* The policy-makers glossed over the opportunistic aspect of their 
n« w war aim of using military force to achieve a unified anti-Communist 
Kme.'i by justifying their decision in terms of restoring peace and security in 
i In name of the United Nations. During the summer and fall of 1950, the 
I tilled States and its allies were able to dominate the voting in the United 
Millions General Assembly, which promptly passed one resolution after an- 
oiliri promoted by American representatives. With scarcely any debate, the 
m w .urn of uniting Korea by military force was approved on October 7, 
PM), in a United Nations resolution worded essentially as it had been hast- 
1 1\ (halted by the U.S. State Department. The resolution was not well 
I 'In 11 ucd and did not take account of the risks that George Kennan had 
. *ii*lully outlined in a memorandum he had submitted to the Secretary of 
'.lito Achcson later admitted: “The trouble inherent in the resolution itself 
oid iii the encouragement it gave to General MacArthur’s adventurism lay 
in iii** (act that it was not thought through and it masked in ambivalent lan- 
111 a|M* (he difficulties and dangers against which Kennan had warned.” 

1 iiininn and his group of advisers evidently had complete faith in the 
niiht.ily soundness as well as the morality of the escalation decision. In 
I oi i heir misplaced faith may have been the result of a semantic trap llial 
do \ li.nl bailed themselves. According to Neustadt: 

In White House memoranda and in papers for the National Security 
( ‘hi iiicil, in intelligence evaluations, and the like, repeated use of such 
inms as “ihe UN objective,” “the decision of the UN,” “the UN’s purpose 
i" unify/* soon dulled awareness that the new war aim was nothing but a 
impel of opportunity chosen rather casually (and at first provisionally) by 
iln' very men who read these words. The tendency of bureaucratic lan- 
|miipe to create in private the same images presented to the public never 

I.Id he underrated. By the middle of October [1950J, I would say. in 

iln n minds no less than in public, Truman and the rest were thinking of 
iln' t ‘N aim not as a mere convenience but as a cause. 


IjMim mg the risks 

'.■Hue grave risks should have been apparent to Truman’s advisers long 
'••i. die j'ump became committed to approving MacArlhur’s efforts to 
• 11 •< i Noiih Koiea r’oi more than two months, lhe Peking government 
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had been waging a “hate America" campaign in the Chinese press. Tin 
may have been provoked by the Truman administration’s decision in Ian 
June 1950 to send United Stales naval forces to protect Formosa from a 
possible assault by Communist China. The move appears to have been in 
terpreted by Communist China as intervention tantamount to entering lln 
Chinese civil war on the side of the Nationalist government of C'hiang Kat 
shek. In late September 1950. with American and other United Nation* 
troops poised on the borders of North Korea, the Chinese began issuing e\ 
plicit warnings, culminating in a belligerent statement on October 1 that 
China would not stand aside if MacArthur’s forces crossed the 38th paral 


lei. The warning was repeated on October 3. this time relayed to Washing 
ton through the Indian ambassador to China, who stated that “if the U.\ 
forces crossed the 38th parallel China would send in troops to help tin- 
North Koreans." In retrospect, Acheson admitted that “Chou's words re 


laved bv Ambassador Panikkar were a warning, not to be disregarded.” Bin 
at the time, the warning was wholly disregarded as a “bluff." All the ollivi 
warnings, earlier ones and subsequent ones, were also dismissed by tin 
members of Truman’s advisory group as empty threats intended only Im 
manipulative purposes. 2 Neustadt says. “With the military opportunity In- 
fore them and with diplomatic dangers out of sight, the men he [Truman| 
leaned on for advice saw little risk of any sort." They decided that the linn 
was ripe to eliminate Communist control of North Korea; they rceom 


mended escalating the defensive war to protect South Korea into a full 


scale offensive war of conquest. 

When the Chinese leaders failed to deter the United States from <** 
cupving North Korea by their strong verbal threats of intervening, they u- 
sorted in early and mid-October to much more ominous warnings by send 
ing into North Korea substantial Chinese forces, which engaged in taciu.il 
contact with South Korean and United States troops. But. incredibly. I m 
man’s advisers encouraged the President to harden his commitment to tin 
conquest of North Korea at a time when they wanted to avoid war wiih 
China at all costs. 3 They gave more discretion than ever to MacArtlmr. " ■ 
general whom the men in Washington had every reason to know was m.i 
levolent in his predisposition toward them, unreliable by virtue of his \.m 
itv, and hell-bent on a showdown with communism in Asia." 

During late October and early November, when Chinese military umi 
in large concentrations began to inflict heavy casualties on MacArihiu 
forces, Truman’s advisers still failed to recommend any real change m tin 
United States war policy, although their complacency was teinpoi.ml 
shaken. Acheson says in his memoirs: 


As 1 look back the critical period stands mu as the three weeks limn (U to 
her 26 to November 17. I hen all the dangcis limn disposal "I mu i *wn 
tmees and into \ ciilimi In tin- t 'liinese weir m.inilt-si NS* wm- all dopl\ 
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apprehensive. We were frank with one another, but not quite IVank 
enough. 

I lt.it they were not quite apprehensive enough is indicated by their failure 
i" take any realistic precautionary action. The only new decisions made 

• lining this critical period were to give the conventional verbal reassurances 

n« lepresentatives of the Chinese government about United States inten- 
... to respect China's borders and to “explore” the possibility of negotiat¬ 
ing -i settlement, on the wishful assumption that the Chinese had mobilized 
tln'ii military might solely for the limited purpose of protecting their inter- 
» i. hi ihe power facilities along the Yalu River. More worrisome assump- 

... were also discussed—including the possibility that the Chinese might 

in n .idv to enter all-out war at the risk of starting World War III—but the 

• i mm' was not taken seriously enough to initiate any change in military 
l'"ln \ Allhouch there was much talk about sendinu, messages to MacAr- 
ilun in induce him to display appropriate caution and restraint, no clear-cut 

ii mpe in his orders was issued, and he was allowed, at his own discretion, 
i • id wince to the border of Communist China. 

Mexander George asserts that Truman’s advisers were worried about 
•I" ir.k to MacArthur’s forces not because they thought the Chinese might 
i hum h a massive offensive but because of purely military considerations, 
i’ mu deployment had left United Nations troops vulnerable to enemy 
"MiU-i.itlacks. George commented on the overoptimistic miscalculations 
i 1 mm.in’s advisory group: 

li i*. not often that history is generous enough to provide policy-makers 
•Mill several opportunities, as in this case, to correct initial mistakes of per¬ 
il piioii and judgment that will lead, if unchecked, to catastrophe. . . . 

I niil 11 he third week in November 1950] U.S. leaders had an opportunity 
i.» Kvimp their past errors by correcting military policy sufficiently so as to 
n"id the worst costs of the Chinese attack. . . . 

Wink- the explanation for the failure to restrain MacArthur is many- 
idid .nul complex, it includes the fact that Washington did not take the 
hi iMinimi Chinese threat seriously enough to hedge against it. 


I In- hick of realistic caution displayed by Truman’s group of advisers 
"•"I* < h iobcr and November 1950 cannot be attributed primarily to de- 
i" • intelligence. From a study of the documents, political scientist H. A. 
^••id has concluded that although United States intelligence reports 
i- • • lima led Chinese capabilities and intentions, the evidence available 
dn pi dies makers was good enough to have made reasonably vigilant 
"h’ii lake seriously the threat of full-scale Chinese intervention: “It 
• ""1 die absence of intelligence which led us into trouble but our unwill- 
(•' di.iw unpleasant conclusions from it.” This unwillingness is 
Iihwm l*\ llie changes in outlook that characterized the meetings of 
hi .ilk i*«cis 1 1 111 iiip Noveinhci 1950. 



60 


Fiasco i 


It is surprising, Joseph de Rivera points out in his psychological studs 
of the Korean War decisions, that the group of decision-makers did not coi 
rect each other's oversights but instead “supported each other’s beliefs in .1 
manner that increased risk-taking." Secretary Acheson, the man upon 
whom President Truman relied most heavily for guidance, appreciated the 
dangers, according to De Rivera, but had his own reasons for feeling opt 1 
mistic. Acheson failed to say anything to the President to counteract tin 
illusions created bv General MacArthur’s tzlib assurances that America 
would soon be completely victorious, and none of the President's other ad 
visers called his attention to the possible dangers because they all were “col 
laborating in an optimistic view of the situation." In emphasizing the nm 
tual support for excessive risk-taking that the members of Truman’s 
advisory group provided each other, De Rivera highlights one of the cential 
themes of the present analysis—the tendency for cohesive groups to foster .1 
shared illusion of invulnerability, which inclines them to minimize risks. 

The mutual support for risk-taking, it seems to me, was part of a mote 
general pattern of concurrence-seeking behavior, which also fosters uncrili 
cal acceptance of stereotypes of out-groups and a sense of unanimity about 
the wisdom and morality of past decisions. All the main components of this 
groupthink pattern can be discerned in the available accounts of the group's 
deliberations, particularly during the critical November days when (lu- 
members knew that Communist China had started to intervene in the Ko 
rean War. 

De Rivera describes the advisers’ use of crude stereotyped conceptions 
of “communism” in their diagnoses of international relations in the l-.ti 
East as an independent source of error in the deliberations of Truman's ad 
visory group. But in terms of my analysis of the concurrence-seeking lend 
encies of cohesive groups, the failure of Truman’s advisers to correct then 
stereotyped misconceptions can be linked with the group members' propcu 
sity for supporting each other in taking excessive risks. 


Stereotyped conceptions of Red China and 
Russia 

On the basis of his intensive analysis of documents, supplemented In 
discussions with Acheson and other State Department officials. McLellau 
concludes that the decision to authorize MacArthur’s forces to advance i" 
the borders of China “is a prime example of an American propensity to take 
the righteousness of its actions for granted and to ignore the objective real 
itv which its behavior represents to others." Whether or not ii is uim|uvl\ 
American, such a propensity can be expected to exeit an ovem'diiip m 
flue lice on polio advisers in a cohesive I’loup. parluul.uk when then dehb 
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• mi inns are insulated from opposing judgments of qualified experts outside 
iti*/ group. 

I he views of the members of Truman's advisory group concerning Red 
( tuna's military strength and intentions were based on ideological presup- 
|»"Miions that they shared with all other leading members of the administra- 
ii"ii and with many other Americans as well—financiers, corporation 
•'•’•ids, newspaper editors, and a large proportion of common citizens in 
t-..ih the Democratic and the Republican parties. Of course we must take it 
lm pinnted that any group of national policy-makers, even when they are 
""I indulging in groupthink, will strongly resist changing any of their fun¬ 
damental ideological conceptions. Most resistant of all are their justifica- 
ii *mix for pursuing policies designed to win out over their rivals in the com- 
I" illive struggle for international markets and for military power. 
Nevertheless, reasonably intelligent men like the policy advisers in Tru¬ 
man's group are not completely insensitive to the winds of historic change. 
M limes, they can modify their rationalizations and surmount the limita- 
i'"ii’» mi their thinking about foreign policy issues imposed by the ideologi¬ 
st assumptions to which they are committed. Intelligent national leaders 
'it i.ipable of modifying some of their misconceptions about rival nations 
'lieu impressive evidence indicates that their notions may mislead them 
mi" inappropriate action that could result in severe military or economic 
1" M’s .iud drastically interfere with attaining their long-term political goals. 

I lowever infrequent it may be for policy-makers to correct their mis- 
l< idmg siereotypes and rationalizations, it is much rarer still when they are 
ftiui Honing as members of a cohesive group striving to maintain a uniform- 

• h ol outlook. The objective assessment of relevant information and the 

• •thinking necessary for developing more differentiated concepts can 

• Hinge only out of the crucible of heated debate, which is anathema to the 

• .hers of a concurrence-seeking group. They tend to retain all the plat- 

i»"1 1 nous stereotypes that fit in beautifully with the long-standing ideology 
i iIn* political elite to which they belong. 

< Hie of the dominant stereotypes shared by all members of Truman's 
mU inoi v group was that Red China was a weak nation, whose main source 
i potency in world affairs came from its affiliation with the Soviet Union, 
•huh meant that China's foreign policy was largely dominated by Rus- 

• • I lie members failed to lake account of obvious indications that this 

• i m iupiilied conception might not apply to Red China's possible re- 
l•• m t•.«••, lo American troops in Korea. It contributed to their miscalculation 
i Hie nsk of provoking a full-scale military response if the United States at- 

• ".pied to n.se its military power to gain control over China's neighbor and 
I In- pump members’ failure lo scrutinize their stereotyped misconcep- 
•" iml in eonsidei alternative hypotheses concerning Red China's capa- 

• i » .Hid nilenlinns is ;i prime svmploiii of groupthink. 4 

I s * it within i hi’e« Hill lies of llien steieoivped conception of’Soviet dom- 
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ination. the advisory group neglected to consider whether the Soviet Union 
could impose such total restraint that the Chinese leaders would be ulterlv 
incapable of putting any effective pressure on the Russians to allow them to 
take military action lo counteract the encroachment of the hostile United 
States forces approaching their borders. McLellan points out that ''’all previ 
ous experience forewarned that Red China would not tolerate the present 
of hostile U.S. forces in its backyard, 1 ' but the pervasive ideological tend 
ency “shared by Acheson and his critics alike” was to belittle China’s post 
lion in the world, Acheson’s image of China, “quite at variance with the fact ' 
. . . um that of a docile puppet of Moscow without a will of its own. ” I hat tin 
unrealistic image was shared by the entire group of Truman’s advisers is in 
dicated bv Neustadt’s account of a crucial meeting during the second week 
of November, when the members had become concerned about the large 
number of Chinese troops engaging in battle with MacArthur’s forces. Tin 
man’s advisers, according to Neustadt. thought that “Moscow . , . did not 
want general war: the Chinese, then, would have to show restraint.” 


Failure to correct misconceptions 

In contrast to the key advisers who clung to the notion that Red Chm i 
was a mere satellite of the Soviet Union, with no option but to accept 
United States encroachments, some government experts outside the m 
group had quite different views. Within the State Department was Ge<ug< 
Kennan, a leading expert on the Soviet bloc, who repeatedly made realism 
predictions to Secretary Acheson and to other State Department ofha.il 
concerning Red China’s probable reactions to the crossing of the 3Slh p.ii 
allel. Kennan, who had a much more differentiated conception of the pn 
spectives and intentions of the Chinese leaders, based on careful assessment 
of the available evidence, exerted a marked influence on the thinking ol lit. 
State Department’s policy planning staff, headed by Paul Nitze. This gioup 
opposed crossing the 38th parallel and occupying North Korea. Secret.n\ 
Acheson was fully cognizant of the opposing views of Kennan and of \n 
ze’s staff'but apparently did not invite these experts to brief Truman's ad\. 
sory group or to discuss their alternative views in depth. Kennan abrupt I 
left the Stale Department in exasperation at the end of August, when Hi- 
initial steps in the decision to cross the 38th parallel had already b.«n 
taken, because of his isolation from decision-making: he fell that he had I" 
come “a ‘floating kidney’ . . . one step removed from the real decision. 

When the Korean War began at the beginning of the summer, Kcim.n. 
had expected to meet with the presidential advisers but instead found Inn. 
self “relegated to the sidelines: attending the respective meetings in . 
Secretary's ollice. but not those that took place at the While I louse lev. 
I:\idenik Seeiclarv Acheson had adopted the i..le • »( a srll .ipp<>inn 
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mimilliard, making sure that Kennan and those who shared his critical 
- n w s of the risks of provoking Communist China were always kept at a safe 
• t» .1.1 nee from the men who had the power to shape United States policy in 
iIn* Korean War. 5 

Kennan was able to discern that gross misconceptions of “Soviet com¬ 
munism" were playing a vital role in the deliberations of the policy-making 
pi i nip, and he was utterly appalled: 

All through that summer [19501 I had the feeling that the situation was 
'.lipping away not only from the control but from the influence of people 
like myself. I talked about this several times with Chip Bohlen [in the State 
Department] who 1 believe shared this impression. . . . 

Altogether, 1 could find no comfort in what 1 could observe of the 
general conduct of foreign policy by our government in that hectic sum¬ 
mer. . . . Nothing seemed more futile than the attempt to infuse mutual 
understanding of concept . . . and above all sophistication of concept into 
I Ins l n rmoil of willful personalities and poorly schooled minds. 

!<> an outside observer, one of the most incomprehensible characteris- 
Hi . ,«i a cohesive group that is sharing stereotypes and manifesting other 
smpiums ofgroupthink is the tenacity with which the members adhere to 
• 11 'imons assumptions despite the mounting evidence to challenge them. 

I In members of Truman’s advisory group appear to have been unable to 
i 111111:11c any new information about Red China that could correct their 

...inceptions and provide them with a more differentiated view of Chi- 

" i . mien lions and capabilities. McLellan asserts: 

I In* United States had not hesitated to resist aggression eight thousand 
miles from its shores; why should China not be expected to react to Mac- 
•\iilmr\s hostile campaign in similar fashion? 

... U is difficult to excuse Acheson’s judgment that the United 
Slates could conduct an offensive designed to wipe out China’s North Ko- 
ii\iii illy and not expect Peking to react with the maximum force at its 
11 miiiiund. 

. . . [The Joint Chiefs of Staff] miscalculated China’s capabilities. 

I lad MacArthur been held to [the] . . . limitations [imposed earlier] 

In*. ,u mies would not have been so vulnerable to the Chinese onslaught and 
ii would certainly have prevented the campaign from becoming an unmiti- 
I*.iird Jisaslei whose consequences have weighed fatefully on Sino-Amcri- 
• hi i el. 1 1 urns ever since. 

I \i*ii allcr ii became painfully obvious that they had made serious er- 
• in induing what China would do, ihe group members continued to as- 
mii ili.11 ( lima was purticipaling in a Russian-inspired conspiracy. At an 
!• ig« in v mcctiua on November 28. 1950. as General MacArthur’s forces 
«- iinespceledh rclreatinu before the massive onslaught of the Chinese 
Mimiinr.t .iimv. Scoclars Achcsnn asserted that “we needed to bear in 
< I iliat iIn- Sov k t l 1 nion u is In*Iniul ewi v one of the (’hinc.se and North 
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Korean moves." He said that the Chinese attack was a Russian “trap," an 
attempt to lure America to enter the war by bombing Manchuria, so thai 
"Russia would cheerfully get in it" and ’’bleed us dry." President Truman 
General Bradley, and other conferees echoed Acheson’s idea, just as thev 
had at earlier meeetings. They spoke of China, Russia, and North Korea .in 
a homogeneous entity and accepted the notion that "communism" had de 
cided that China should intervene to divert the United States from its anii 
Communist role in Europe. 

The use of the old Soviet conspiracy notion may have enabled tin 
group members to maintain their morale despite the shocking setback that 
revealed the inadequacy of their recent collective judgments about Chin.i, 
President Truman was able to inject some morale-building thoughts by 
serting that the Chinese move was "a ruse" to bring to a halt American aid 
in the rebuilding of Europe, because the unity that United States leadership 
had achieved in Europe had become the main target for world com mu 
nism’s attack. The United States, he said, would make it clear that its com 
mitnients in Europe would not be abandoned for new entanglements in 
Asia. In other words, Soviet communism was again trying to fox us, but we 
would outfox them. 


Muffing the last chance at a crucial meeting 

Commenting on the National Security Council’s meeting on Novembci 
9 and numerous subsequent meetings of Truman’s advisers as the crisr- 
posed by China’s intervention continued, Acheson acknowledged that the 
quality of the decision-making was poor: 

Here, 1 believe, the Government missed its last chance io halt the march to 
disaster in Korea. All the President's advisers in this matter, civilian and 
military, knew that something was badly wrong, though what it was, how 
to find out, and what to do about it they muffed. That they were deeply 
disturbed and fell the need Tor common counsel is shown by the unprece¬ 
dented fact that in the three weeks and three days from November 10 until 
December 4, when disaster was full upon us, the Secretaries of State and 
Defense and their chief assistants met three times with the Chiefs of Staff 
in their war room to tussle with the problem, the two secretaries met five 
times with the President, and 1 consulted with him on five other occasions. 

I have an unhappy conviction that none of us, myself prominently in¬ 
cluded. served him as he was entitled to be served. 

After the November 9 meeting of the National Security Council, winch 
the President was unable to attend. Truman was told that il was :u;reed tli.o 
General Mac Arthur's directive should not now be modified and that In 
should be free to do what he eonkl militarily, but without bombnm Man 
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, Iturin. What MacArthur chose to do Just as the men in Washington had 
r\peeled, was to continue his preparations for an all-out offensive, a “Vic- 
1 ,n\ march" directly toward the borders of China. His plans were abetted 
l»\ the sudden disappearance of the huge Chinese force during the two 
weeks following the November 9 directive. What the ( hincse chose to do. 
however, remained a mystery—until they struck with devastating force on 
November 25. As long as there was no sight of them, MacArthur assumed 
ili'il the Chinese had been bluffing all along and had pulled back out of 
weakness. Truman's advisers did not challenge MacArthur's optimistic in- 
iripretation of the mysterious disappearance, although they were puzzled 
hs it at first. 

d he push toward concurrence that produced unwarranted optimism 
among Truman’s key advisers was apparent at a meeting on November 21 
ot Acheson, Marshall, Bradley, and other officials at the Pentagon. From 
Ins Study of the records of this meeting and from his retrospective discus¬ 
sions with former Secretary Acheson. McLellan had the impression that 
ilu’ie was “something strangely unreal . . . about this meeting." The un- 
MMluy had to do with the shared illusion that MacArthur’s forces would 
mhmi attain complete victory, a “prevailing confidence that MacArthur 
,, mid accomplish his mission and that Chinese intervention, if it did occur. 

. mild be contained within a buffer zone along the Yalu." In contrast to the 
unicorns that some participants had voiced less than two weeks earlier, it 
w 'is now simply taken for granted that the war would soon be won and the 

< lunese would resign themselves to having MacArthur's forces occupy 
Not ih Korea. The conferees were aware of a large concentration of Chinese 
Hoops near the border (actually there were three hundred thousand) and 
loity thousand guerrillas behind MacArthur's lines. The effective frontline 
dicnglh of MacArthur’s forces—stretched dangerously thin, as Secretary 
Marshall had pointed out at an earlier National Security Council meeting— 
numbered only one hundred thousand. Furthermore. MacArthur’s plans 
. ailed for even greater dispersion of his combat troops as they fanned out in 
iippionching the Yalu River. But no one apparently wanted to spoil the pre¬ 
vailing mood of confidence in imminent victory by inducing the group to 
i \ a in i tie plausible alternative views of what Red China might really be up 
I,., which could have led them to deliberate about the need for changing 
ilteu military and political strategy. One neglected alternative was that the 

< lunese withdrawal might be an attempt to give the United States a final 
. Im nee lo reconsider the occupation of North Korea. Another was the omi- 
imiis likelihood that the withdrawal was a tactical stratagem to prepare a 
nap im the advancing United Nations forces, in accord with Mao's well- 
t tmwii doctrines of utierrilla warfare. 

I ai her dial dav. Acheson had talked with members of his State Depart- 
Mt* in stall about aliernalivc outcomes. MacArthur might be successful in 
* • | «t l Itnj* ( ’lunese m lei veil lum. Im l. on I lie oi her hand, il . . . we linil oni - 
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selves with a long struggle on our hands, we must turn to negotiation." 1 h 
does not appear to have raised even this watered-down version of the possi 
bility of military failure at the meeting in the Pentagon. Acheson did spc.ik 
about the need for working out with the Chinese a buffer zone along tin. 
Yalu River to make clear to the Communist Chinese leaders that the United 
States posed no threat to their territory. Secretary Marshall urged that tin 
announcement of America’s willingness to establish a buffer zone be pcwt 
poned until after MacArthurs offensive achieved victory: "‘The time Ibi 
making political proposals would be after MacArthur had had such a siu 
cess." Robert Lovett, undersecretary of defense, reported that there was m- 
reason to expect that MacArthur could not drive the enemy forces back lo 
the Yalu. Acheson accepted this optimistic judgment. Secretary Marshall -, 
minutes of the meeting stale that he expressed his satisfaction to the group 
that Acheson agreed that General MacArthur should push forward In- 
planned offensive. 

Commenting on Acheson’s inappropriate lack of anxiety at this linn 
McLellan says that the Secretary of State’s misjudgment was “shared wiih 
all the other participants [and] seems to have derived from wishful think 
ing." Acheson seems to have succumbed to the strong reassurances of lhi 
dersecretary Lovett, the expressed satisfaction of Secretary Marshall, .mkI 
the complacent optimism of the Joint Chiefs. In the absence of these pies 
sures from within the group, he might have pursued the line of thought In 
had developed earlier that day with his State Department stall'. wlm It 
would have led him to push for a somewhat more realistic way of copmr 
with the Chinese intervention, one not based on wishful thinking. 

The unanimous agreement at the Pentagon meeting on Novembei ’I 
and the satisfaction expressed in Secretary Marshall’s minutes appeal i<> 
have been attained partly because the military members of the group did 
not voice their continuing concern about the vulnerability of MacArlhm 
widely dispersed forces. Lvidently the military members of the advism\ 
group did not think the risks were serious enough to warrant perturbing tin 
President, the Secretary of State, and other civilian officials with disquiet nn* 
information. Moreover, by saying nothing about their qualms, they could 
avoid generating possible disputes within the advisory group about whcihei 
to confront the touchy commander in Korea with new demands that In 
would resent and oppose. 6 Thus, during November 1950. the nation's high 
est military leaders, loyal and true members of Truman’s advisor) group 
may have collectively assumed the role of mindguards. 


Deflection of anger away from the group 

When MacArthur launched his all-out drive low.ml ihe bordeis i 
China on Novembei Tl. |OS() he ;miioiiueed lh.il ihe oll.-nsi\r would sm. ■ 
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•'"Nj: * lie war to an end. and lie told the troops that they would be home by 
1 In istinas. Blit the very next day the Chinese started their massive counter- 
"llensive, and by November 28 it had become obvious that if American 
'"M.ps came home by Christmas it would be only because they had been 
•I' ivon off the Korean peninsula in utter defeat. 

At 6:15 a.m.. on November 28. General Bradley phoned the President 

• tell him that MacArlhur’s forces were being attacked and driven back by 
hi estimated two hundred sixty thousand Chinese troops. This surprising 
I' "I news, which came directly from MacArlhur's headquarters, blasted all 
iIn illusions that had bolstered the decision to occupy North Korea. It dem- 
"ii Haled once and for all that the wartime, messages from Communist 

L/ 

i Inn.i should not have been dismissed as bluffs, that the engagements with 

L* i—- 

1 huicsc units in North Korea three weeks earlier should have prompted a 

• 11 Mil change in policy, and that the disengagement of the Chinese troops 
filing the preceding two weeks should have been considered an ominous 
I"* hide to a disastrous assault. Clearly Truman's decision to try to unify 
l "mm by force of arms had been a horrible mistake that might soon lead to 

..Minions defeat of the United Nations forces and might even precipitate 

ih« thud world war. 

1 1 iiman responded to the shocking news by promptly phoning Sccre- 
i H n Marshall and Secretary Achcson. He also spoke with Averell Mamman 
-ini lului Snyder, both of whom participated in meetings of the National 
h i mils Council, which was to assemble for an emergency session later that 
'•s I vidcntly Truman felt somewhat reassured after these phone calls, 
f In s .ill agree with me,” he told his White House staff a lew hours later, 
ilt it we're capable of meeting this thing.” 


luime the morning was over, Truman displayed an extraordinary out- 
1 in'll nf anger. Given the enormous discrepancy between the expected low 
i I s mI the venture into North Korea and the reality of the danger posed by 
i" "llcnsive China had launched with more than a quarter of a million 
M" ii it is understandable that President Truman would become angry when 
i" .It iivercd how badly he had been misled. Against whom did he direct 
in|* i ‘i V I his question is of considerable psychological interest because it 
• ' '."tile light on the President's attitudes toward his advisers. Did he 
• i u,ie Ins military experts, who should have urged him to change his di- 
iim s in MncAi thur in order to curb that restless warrior's overambitious 
I >nl he single out Achcson or any of his other political advisers who 


•" 


>• "iM have cautioned him that the Chinese Communists could really mean 
H ilies had been saying and doing ever since MacArthur began moving 
ii""ps into North Korea? He did not. Truman concentrated his vindic- 
in . solely against Republican newspaper publishers and other Repub- 
"i \ ililiris.” 

U mnaii's emotional outburst nemrred ai the end of his routine morn- 
"iih’ienee unit Ins While House stall. Dining the meeting, according 
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to an eyewitness account by John Hersev—who was working on a “Profile 
of the President for The New Yorker and happened to be present at the 
time—Truman seemed preoccupied but kept his feelings in check. When 
the routine business was finished, Truman gravely told his stall' the bad 
news he had received that morning from General Bradley. As he spoke, hr. 
mouth drew tight, his cheeks flushed, and it seemed to Mersey that he w.r 
about to sob. Truman continued to speak in a quiet, somber voice as In 
gave emergency directions to his stall'. Then, in an open display of “an 
guish,” together with “irritability and disgust.’" Truman excitedly blurted 
out this hostile diatribe against the domestic enemies on whom he bitteiK 
cast the blame: 

Well the liars have accomplished their purpose. The whole campaign of 
lies we have been seeing in this country has brought about its result. I'm 
talking about the crowd of vilifiers who have been trying to tear us apart in 
this country. Pravda had an article just the other day crowing about how 
the American government is divided, in haired. Don’t worry, they keep a 
dose eye on our dissensions. We can blame the liars for the fix we are in 
this morning. It’s at least partly the result of their vicious, lying campaign. 
What has appeared in our press, along with tlie defeat of our leaders in the 
Senate, has made the world believe that the American people are not be¬ 
hind our foreign policy—and 1 don't think the Communists would evei 
have dared to do this thing in Korea if it hadn’t been for that belief. Whv. 

J-[a newspaper publisher] had an editorial just yesterday claiming that 

he was personally responsible for Lhe defeat of our foreign policy, lie 
boasts about it! And the result is this news we got this morning. 

Here we have what appears to be a typical example of displaced hoxtil 
ity in response to unexpected frustration. Truman’s anger apparently w.r 
deflected away from those in his administration who had misinformed and 
misled him. He directed it toward a substitute target, his political opponent 
within the United States who he felt were undermining his vvetl-jusiih> » 1 
Korean War policies, rather than against any members of the in-group win* 
had remissly advised him that the threat of Chinese intervention could 
safely be ignored. 

Deflection of anger away from the group members is typical bdum.-i 
for a frustrated leader who is loyal to his in-group. Such deflection avoid 
creating dissension and demoralization within the group and may even In-Ip 
to unify the members in the face of defeat by mobilizing them against tin 
rival out-group to which the blame is imputed. In this case, the aii.iekmr 
Chinese enemy had given fair warning, and a major source of IrusiialtMii 
was the failure of all responsible leaders in the Truman administration n> 
expect the worst from that cncinv. flic domestic “viltliers" of I he admmr 
traiion were a tnruet close to home, a liitli column that could be seen ax m 
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i•• mi; 1 a "stab in the back” and "playing into the hands of the enemy.” 

11■> ii alleged perfidy might incline the in-group to stand together, to con- 
■" i u* the fight for the "good cause” to which all the members were com mi t- 
">i In choosing this displaced target, however, Truman was undoubtedly 

• n iware of the psychological functions it would serve. His vindictiveness 
■ i.iul lhe anti-administration press appears to have been a spontaneous 

• .. H inn I response, and there is no reason to doubt that he sincerely he¬ 

rn \ 11 1 what he was saying. 

I ruman launched a second verbal attack against the pro-Republican 
l"i . la ler during the same day, this lime in the presence of his advisers, at 

• In emergency meeting of the National Security Council. During the meet¬ 
ing. there appears to have been considerable discussion about who was to 
Ih mie for the debacle. Dean Acheson held the Soviet Union responsible. 
\ He I Resident Barkley was deeply perturbed about the “incredible hoax” 
Hi it < icncral MacArlhur had committed by announcing that the boys 

• •mill be home by Christmas. "Did MacArlhur know what was going on. 

I.iked, and how could a man in his position be guilty of such an indiscre- 

iiiiii ’" I'he President tried to calm Barkley by telling him that this was no 
mm' "in damage MacArlhur’s prestige” or to "pull the rug from under the 
1 1 . unal.” By handling the steamed-up Vice President in this way, the Presi- 
ih lit probably conveyed to the others that he was not going to be vindictive 
i mw mil anyone who had misinformed or misadvised him. In effect, he was 
•ii mmisiiating his unwillingness to let the arrogant commander become a 
*• iprptal after all his obslreperousness and outright deceit. (Truman had 
in nlv decided to fire MacArlhur three months earlier when he refused 
i • desist from his reckless efforts to propagandize for extending the 
•• ii to ( Inna.) The message must have been clear that none of the generals 
•i 11 viii.in advisers in Washington was about to be made a scapegoal 

• M In i 

I In* President communicated a different form of the same important 
iiii’hs ape to his advisers later in the meeting, when he told them, just as he 
Ii id 1 1 ild his While House staff, that certain disloyal newspaper publishers 
h id played into the hands of "the Soviets.” Truman was accepting and 

• l ihoramig on Acheson’s claim that the Soviet Union was the hidden 

• u* toy behind ( hinais unexpected move: He said that three of America's 
I i pi il publishers were dividing the nation and leading other nations to be¬ 
lt- ii (lull 1 1ic American people had no confidence in their government. 1 he 
■ mipiuj'ii ol "vilification and lies and distortion of facts in so many of our 
I ipi in was ihe greatest asset the Soviets had.” When that meeting ended, 
I mill,in mol wiih Ins full cabinet, which had also been convened for an 
- i |mmk s session, lie asked General Bradley and Secretary Acheson to 

• *i*l lIn* cabinet about the unfortunate developments in Korea. Then, for 
<■* lliiid lime dial das. he talked uinuil "the damage” that had been done 
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to America's international position by “the reckless charges and the rumor¬ 
mongering of the recent political campaign.” 

There is a remarkable parallel between Truman’s initial reaction to the 
Korean War debacle and Kennedy’s intial reaction to the Bay of Pigs 
fiasco. Kennedy, too, took pains to support his vulnerable advisers who hail 
led him into the misadventure, displayed signs of loyalty to his team, ami 
directed his vindictiveness toward various out-groups, including newspa¬ 
pers that had exposed the secret Cuban invasion plans in advance and criti¬ 
cized the administration for attempting to overthrow the government of .1 
neighboring country. The press seems to be a ready-made target for the Jis 
placement of presidential wrath, in the service of preserving the unity and 
morale of the administration’s team. 


The norm sender: tk I told my advisers that we 
had to meet their thrust” 

Just as President Kennedy’s group adhered to the norm of avoiding sc 
rious criticism of the Bay of Pigs invasion plan. President Truman’s adviscis 
appear to have developed a comparable norm that kept them from critical lx 
appraising their policy of escalating the war against the North Korean 
Communists. Throughout the summer and fall of 1950, Truman's adviscis 
appear to have adhered to a set of norms that included approving the Ibi 
mula “no appeasement of Communism,” accepting the stereotyped con 
ception of a Soviet Communist conspiracy, and denying the risks of pm 
voking an all-out war with Red China. Mow did this set of norms come min 
being? 

Part of the answer, as in the case of the Bay of Pigs decision, can he 
found in the leadership practices of the President. Of course. Truman's wa\ 
of handling his group of advisers was not quite the same as Kenned\ s 
During the planning of the invasion of the Bay of Pigs, President Kenncd\ 
probably quite unintentionally nudged his advisory group to accept tin- 
CIA's plan. He was not guilty, however, of a practice sometimes euemm 
tered among government leaders who are much more directive—the pr;u 
tice of giving not-so-subtle shoves in the direction of one particular coium- 
of action. At the outset, a powerful leader can convey a norm to his ad\i 
sory group that limits all discussion to favorable comments about the poln \ 
he prefers, making advocacy of any alternative an act of deviation. Some 
thing like this seems to have happened in the case of the Korean Wai dc 
cision. Where John Kennedy eentlv nudged his advisers with the blunt cud 
of a pencil. Harr) Truman did his nudging with a cattle prod. 

Of course. Truman was far from a dielalon.il «»i unllioi Mat lan le.nh 1 



tn (irul Out of North Korea 


71 


I luoughout his seven years in the White House, he sought to base his de- 

• r.tnns on a group consensus of his advisers. He prided himself on his open- 
tumdedness. He was probably quite sincere when he said that during the 
Korean War crisis, as always, he tried to listen to all sides before approving 
tth.it he thought was the most balanced approach. 

According to Paige’s analysis of the documents and interviews bearing 
on the decision to enter the Korean War in June 1950, the President set the 
tone at all the meetings with his advisers, strongly shaping the group con- 
.. nsus as each successive step was taken to deepen America's involvement 
m North Korea. The President's vociferous advocacy of a hard military line 
.lining the initial meetings of the advisory group indicates that he had no 
hcMiation about setting the norm in favor of one particular alternative, 
h.’sklent Truman opened his first meeting with his advisers by telling the 
liionp that he had an “open mind" and wanted to know everything they 
w.'u- thinking about the situation. But during the meeting the President was 
quiii* uninhibited about expressing his own belligerent view, setting forth 
i lie Soviet conspiracy theory in a vigorous way that set the tone for all sub- 
M|iicnt discussions. When General Bradley, as spokesman for the Joint 

• tin,-Is of Staff, responded by saying that the Russians were obviously test¬ 
ing the United States in Korea and that the line ought to be drawn now. 
1‘icsidciit Truman promptly reinforced this strong military stance in no un- 

. 1 1.mi terms: “I said that most emphatically I thought the line would have 
»•• be drawn." At the crucial meeting on the next day, the President again 
inf•■filled his conclusion about the meaning of the invasion and what would 
h of lo be done about it: “1 told my advisers that . . . the Reds were prob- 
»i»p lot weaknesses in our armor; we had to meet their thrust without getting 

• uiliioiled in the world-wide war." At each successive meeting, the Presi- 
I. in leiterated his belligerent position. Several days later, lor example. 

' hfii Secretary Acheson had started to speak about some of the risks, slat- 
•i.i 1 1 1 ,ii what had been done in the last three davs might ultimately involve 
Snifiicn in all-out war. President Truman immediately replied that he 

• li.nii'hi that the danger involved was obvious but that we should not with- 
b iv\ horn Korea unless a military situation elsewhere required such action, 
vs nil '.lutcments like that, it could hardly escape the attention of everyone 
*. die advisory group that the name of the game, so far as the President was 

• uii i ued. was commitment to United States military action in Korea. 

I lieie is insufficient evidence of how President Truman conducted the 
■ imps wiili his advisers during the late summer and fall of 1950 to ascer- 

• iii whellier he continued in the same exhorting manner when the decision 
• bfiug made lo occupy North Korea as when the initial intervention de- 

• Mm was made in the June meelings. It seems probable, however, that 
I "mi mi's Icadciship style dill not change markedly from June to Novem- 
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Group influence on the leader: “I accepted the 
position taken by practically everyone else.” 

If we assume that the President continued to urge his advisers to adopt 
the position he favored, it might be argued that the group’s failure to exam 
ine alternatives and to explore adequately the unfavorable consequences ol 
their decision to recommend the military occupation of North Korea did 
not arise from groupthink at all. Maybe the advisory group’s errors can be 
attributed entirely to the influence of a stubborn, opinionated President 
who for all his fine words about being open-minded, simply refused to listen 
to any ideas that disagreed with his own. Such a conclusion might appear in 
follow from some of the evidence of Truman's directive leadership style. 
But it fails to take account of other important considerations that argue 
strongly against a “one-man’’ explanation, including the evidence that 
points to the genuineness of the symptoms of groupthink among the mem 
bers of Truman's advisory group. 

There are many indications that the conformity of his advisers was .1 
product of group processes rather than exclusively a matter of sycophantn 
yielding to the President's wishes. First of all, despite his strong advocacy ol 
his own pet ideas at meetings with his advisers. President Truman on more 
than one occasion demonstrated his readiness to accept opposition from Ins 
advisers and to be influenced by them. During the first week of the Korean 
crisis, for example. Truman was responsive to his advisers’ objections to his 
strong preference to accept an offer from Chiang Kai-shek to send thin\ 
three thousand Chinese Nationalist ground troops to augment the Uniied 
Nations forces in Korea. On June 28, 1950, at a private conference with die 
Secretary of Stale, Truman listened to Acheson's opposing arguments hui 
remained unconvinced. The next day, however, Truman brought up ilu 
issue at a meeting of his entire group of advisers. In his typical prodding 
fashion, he asked the group “if it would not be worthwhile to accept die 
Chinese offer especially since Chiang Kai-shek had said he could have his 
33,000 men ready for sailing within five days.” Just in case they did noi 
catch on to the answer he was hoping for, he added that “Time was all im 
portant.” But Aeheson then restated his objections and others in the group 
instead of bolstering the President's inclinations, voiced additional objei 
tions. Truman still fell, however, that there were strong reasons for sticking 
to his original position. (He asserted that he was still concerned abnui 
America’s ability to deal with the enemy with the small Ibices available 1 
Nevertheless, after further discussion, the President finally nave in when 11 

c- 

became clear to him that his key advisers did not share his view: “/ nccc/i/n/ 
the position taken hy practically everyone else: . . . namely dial the Climes 
offer ought to be politely declined.” 

Mere was one occasion when ilu* advisors gioiip *le.nls showed ilsdl 
ca pa blc ol icsisl ing pi ess 111 es In eon 1 01111 lo die leaded*, ',1,1m e I Ins t s | >•' <*l 
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r iv c and take is the expected pattern in a cohesive group of policy-makers. 
Mim. Ii of the time the group consensus may be shaped primarily by an au¬ 
dit u Italian leader, but the leader himself, as a participant in the group, can 
!>»• miliieiiced. like anyone else, when the others happen to arrive at a con- 

• iimis that diiTers from his own preferred position. 

I he foregoing incident fits in well with descriptions of Truman’s gen- 

• id responsiveness to his advisers’ recommendations, despite his tendency 

piod them in the direction he wanted to go. According to Paige, Presi¬ 
de ut Truman’s assertive leadership style was tempered by a strongly per- 
iMissive element, and his handling of the Korean crisis was no exception. It 
•'« ms probable, therefore, that during the fall of 1950 Truman could have 
Im'di talked out of a belligerent stance if a majority of his advisory group 
hud opposed authorizing American troops to cross the 38th parallel into 
Nnidi Korea, in order to avert war with Communist China. 

A second line of evidence aeainst attributing the escalation decision to 
pi'it one man is the apparent sincerity of the judgments expressed by mem- 
dr is of Truman’s advisory group. The advisers genuinely agreed with Tru- 
'Mii if s point of view about Red China and the Soviet conspiracy. When the 
p oiK ipauls gave retrospective accounts years later—some in their memoirs 
iml oihers in interviews conducted by Paige—they consistently argued in 
i ooi of Truman’s Korean War decisions and reiterated the same argu- 
* 111*11 is that they had accepted at the meetings in 1950. Obviously, such testi¬ 
mony is always suspect because we never know to what extent participants 
or iiyuig to justify their earlier actions or are hoping to secure a favorable 

• olici in future accounts of their role in history. Still, it is impressive that 
din the Democrats—running on the record of the Truman administration 

wne overwhelmingly defeated in the 1952 election, none of the partici- 
p' 11 1'« in the meetings took the opportunity to claim that he had had 

• •mu mu foresight to object to the ill-fated decision to occupy North Korea 
" dial Truman had rejected sound advice. Such claims would enable a par- 
i». ip.nit lo correct the record and even to detach himself from bearing some 

• •I dii’ icsponsibility for the debacle that ensued when China entered the 

• ii 

Si mini scientists who have analyzed the decision to occupy North 
!• "Mm l )e Rivera. George, McLellan, Neustadt, and others—infer that the 

mIn*is of Truman’s advisory group genuinely believed that there were 
■lid }'ionnds for recommending the escalation decision and that they ex- 
iiid ,i strong influence on President Truman. Neustadt, for example, reit- 
- ill’s die iheme that at each stage in the escalation decision during the fall 
i lust), the President was following the recommendations of his advisory 

I i Ml p 

l In* Picsulenfs own course llironglioni Oeiober heightened every danger 
il llien; should he some substance in Chou's warning. And it cannot 
s.iid l hit I ,in uliei u.ilive iippiouch was mged on Inimnn hy his circle of 
11 1 v i*.«• i *, l nhappih Ioi him lie chose .is ilicv advised 
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* + + 

By November only Ihe precise amount of loss remained in question. 

By then the answer rested with a government that Washington knew least 
of any in the world, and with a general Truman had considered firing in 
August. The essence of the tragedy ... is that a President should have 
walked into such a corner facing front; he was not pushed, he chose. Sep¬ 
tember's choices, and October’s, took him there. 

Truman walked in step with his advisers. . . . More realism and less 
appetite in Washington might have suggested [a good natural defense line 
at the waist of the Korean peninsula] as victory enough. But Truman did 
as his advisers urged and tied himself to unification. 

It seems probable, therefore, that the members of the group fully collabu 
rated with the President, sharing his optimistic outlook (although some¬ 
times for different reasons) and believing that losses would be slight in com 
parison with the benefits for the United States government. 

In summary, the main reason for the members’ concurrence on the ill 
considered escalation decision was that Truman’s advisory group was ad 
hering to a set oT norms that were promoted by the leader and that all will 
ingly accepted. These shared norms enabled the members to maintain .1 
sense of group solidarity at the expense of suffering from many of the majoi 
symptoms of groupthink. The most prominent symptoms were excessiu 
risk-taking based on a shared illusion of invulnerability, stereotypes of the 
enemy, collective reliance on ideological rationalizations that supported ilu- 
belligerent escalation to which the group became committed, and exclusion 
of experts with dissident views who would have questioned the group's un 
warranted assumptions. 


4 


Pearl Harbor Revisited: 

Or, Why the Fortress Slept 


VS'lien groupthink dominates, the members of a decision-making group 
li.irc a sense of complacency and fail to respond to warnings. This chapter 
i. .1 case study of America's lack of vigilance in 1941, which resulted in the 
• 1 1 ■ s1 1 notion of the United States Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. We examine 
ihe shared illusions, rationalizations, and related symptoms of groupthink 
dial contributed to the wishful thinking displayed by the group of naval 
M'liimunders in Hawaii during the weeks preceding the Japanese attack. 
I In*' group's illusion of invulnerability seems to have been reinforced by 
■ wn oilier interlocking groups of military decision-makers—the top-level 
\iniv oUlcers in Hawaii and the President's War Council of policy-makers 
mi Washington. All three groups contributed to the incredible failure to 
hi u e up the defenses of America's greatest Pacific fortress despite warning 
dici warning that signaled imminent attack. All remained convinced that 
die lortress was impregnable. 


It can't happen here" 

t>n the night of December 6. 1941 —just twelve hours before the Japa- 
i stinek Admiral Husband E. Kimmel (commander in chief of the 
f i* itn 1 leel) attended a dinner party given by his old crony Rear Admiral 
I .int:i\ l.cary and his wife. Other members of the in-group of naval 
• mm ut.imlcis and ilieir wives were also present. Seated next to Admiral 
i i hi me! was I * .i 1111 \ I lalsev. wife of Admiral llalsey. who had left Hawaii a 
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few days earlier to take his task force to the Far East. During the conversa¬ 
tion, Mrs. Halsey said that she was certain the Japanese were going to at¬ 
tack. “She was a brilliant woman,” according to Captain Joel Brinkley, who 
described the party, “but everybody thought she was crazy." 

Admiral Leary, at a naval inquiry in 1944, summarized the compla¬ 
cency at that dinner party on the eve of the attack and at the daily confer¬ 
ences held by Admiral Kimmei during the preceding weeks: “The prevalem 
opinion in the Fleet among the higher command,” he stated, . . was that 
die situation permitted of emphasizing training at the expense of security." 
Leary, like other participants in the conferences with Kimmei, asserted: 
“There was complete and free interchange of information and opinions 
among the higher naval command.” When asked whether any thought had 
been given to the possibility of a surprise attack by the Japanese, he re¬ 
sponded, “we all felt that the contingency was remote . . . and . . . the feel¬ 
ing strongly existed that the Fleet would have adequate warning of am 
chance of an air attack.” 

The same attitude was epitomized in testimony given by Captain J. B. 
Earle, chief of start", Fourteenth Naval District, who lived in the house next 
door to Kimmei and was a friend and admirer of the admiral. Earle was 
asked whether any account was taken prior to December 7. 1941, of a re¬ 
port prepared in March 1941 by two aviation officers who had concluded 
that a dawn patrol attack launched against Pearl Harbor from one or more 
Japanese aircraft carriers could achieve complete surprise: “Yes,” Earle an¬ 
swered, “we considered this point, but, somehow or other, we always fell 
that ‘it couldn't happen here ’ ... we didn’t believe the Japanese would take 
that chance.” 

From the consistent testimony given by Admiral Kimmel’s advisers m 
inquiries following the Pearl Harbor attack, it appears that they all believed 
in and acted on the basis of an extreme sense of invulnerability—until the 
Japanese bombs began to explode. Admiral King, head of a military com¬ 
mission that conducted one of the inquiries, concluded that at Pearl Harbin 
there was an “unwarranted feeling of immunity from attack.” 1 

Some of the false assumptions behind the naval commanders’ feelings 
of invulnerability, implied by Captain Earle’s testimony, were based on un¬ 
informed stereotypes about the enemy that are. by now, familiar landmarks 
on the road to military fiascoes. Although Japan’s militaristic leaders were 
thought to have evil intentions toward America, they were considered tun 
weak to implement them: No need to take seriously the possibility of a dc 
structive attack by a blustering, little third-rate power that was noisily dial 
lenging the American colossus. Besides, America’s military intelligcucr 
could keep close tabs on the Japanese and find out in advance all they 
needed to know about Japan’s military plans. 
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Inside information obtained by MAGIC 

Nations on the edge of war always wish that their intelligence services 
could break the enemy's secret codes. For once, the wish came true. The 
United States government achieved precisely this unique advantage in 1940, 
thunks to the brilliant detective work of a few American cryptographers. 
The intercepted Japanese messages, in the words of historian Herbert Feis. 
"gave an almost daylight picture of (he mind of the Japanese government." 

1 lie historian Roberta Wohlstetter has described the enormous amount of 
information about Japanese intentions that was obtained because Aunerica 
had the key to practically all Japanese codes and ciphers used in messages 
to Japanese embassies and consulates, which was referred to within the gov¬ 
ernment as MAGIC. “Never before," she says, “have we had so complete 
■in intelligence picture of the enemy.” But MAGIC was not enough. 

MAGIC supplied plenty of warning signals showing that Japan was 
C,cuing ready for massive military operations, but it did not inform the 
Americans exactly where. This ambiguity left room for collective misjudg- 
ments based on wishful thinking. Because the militarv commanders sta- 
tinned in Hawaii agreed that the taraet could not be their own naval base at 
Pearl Harbor, no alert was sounded when the Japanese planes arrived over 
Pearl Harbor until after the bombs started exploding. The attack began at 
about 8:00 o’clock on a Sunday morning, and the vast majority of naval 
nl lieers and men were on weekend leave or just getting up from their bunk*. 

I he Japanese were able to drop their bombs at will on the ninety-six Ameri¬ 
can ships at anchor. They sank or damaged all eight battleships in the har¬ 
bor as well as three cruisers and four other vessels. More than two thousand 
men were killed, most of them Navy personnel; at least as many were 
wounded or missing. Most of the Navy buildings and Army aircraft instal¬ 
lations were completely destroyed. “It was the worst military disaster in 
American history.” 

If Washington had withheld secret information about Japan’s war 
moves, the unpreparedness at Pearl Harbor would have been understand¬ 
able. But the military commanders in Hawaii were given a steady stream of 
warnings during 1941 based on what MAGIC revealed, and, in addition, 
they had obtained warning information from their own intelligence opera¬ 
tions. Following the Pearl Harbor disaster, the warning messages were stud- 
mi meticulously. Seven different governmental investigating committees 
ami several private investigators spent years collecting the pertinent docu¬ 
ments, interviewing the participants, and analyzing every scrap of evidence 
in an elforl to understand how such a stupendous blunder came about. 

I ioiii a careful review of all thirty-nine volumes of hearings published by 
ilie i ongressional investigating committee and the other pertinent evidence. 
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Roberta Wohlsteiter concluded that just before the Pearl Harbor attack the 
intelligence information available in Washington was “close to ideal." 


Misinterpreting the war warnings 

The commanding officers in Hawaii were given impressive warnings b\ 
Washington indicating that they should be prepared for war with Japan. On 
November 24, 1941, Admiral Harold Stark (chief of naval operations in 
Washington) sent Admiral Kimmel a strong warning that war with Japan 
was to be expected at any time: “Chances of favorable outcome of negotia¬ 
tions with Japan very doubtful. This situation coupled with statements ol 
Japanese government and movements [of] their naval and military forces 
indicate in our opinion that a surprise aggressive movement in any direction 
including attack on Philippines or Guam is a possibility." Admiral Kimmel 
and his advisers regarded this warning as confirmation of their own expec¬ 
tations that the outbreak of hostilities would soon occur, but they continued 
to assume that no additional reconnaissance was necessary because Pearl 
Harbor would not be a target of Japanese attacks. Had they increased an 
reconnaissance to cover the totally neglected sector to the north of Hawaii, 
they would have had a good chance of spotting the approaching Japanese 
aircraft carriers well before the morning of December 7. in which case tIn- 
Japanese. implementing their plan for just such a contingency, would have 
turned the carriers around to return to Japan without attempting any ai 
tack. 

On November 27, 1941. a stronger warning was received from Admiral 
Stark in Washington: 

This dispatch is to be considered a war warning. Negotiations with Japan 
looking toward stabilization of conditions in the Pacific have ceased and 
an aggressive move by Japan is expected within the next few days. . . . 
Execute appropriate defensive deployment preparatory to carrying out the 
tasks assigned in WPL 46 [the Naval war plan]. 

Admiral Kimmel discussed this message with members of his advisor \ 
group, and again all agreed that “there was no chance of a surprise air at 
tack on Hawaii at that particular time." They felt certain that this was tin- 
message Washington intended to convey, for Hawaii was not specilicalls 
mentioned as a possible target of Japan's aggressive move in the current 
war warning or in the similar warning of November 24. They noticed that m 
the latter warning Guam was mentioned as a likely place where the Jap.i 
nese might strike but was not on the list of possible targets in the moic i«- 
cent war warning, which cited the Philippines. Maln\a. and othei lemm. 
areas Guam was not eonsideied to be a likeh I. opr! .u » oiilmj* in ( apt. mi 
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I Jwin I. Layton (Kimmel’s chief of fleet intelligence), but someone joked 
ibout the omission, remarking facetiously. “I guess they thought Guam was 
fuing to fall anyway, so it would not be worth while to put it in." 

The advisory group’s lengthy discussions of whether to conduct long- 
i.ume air reconnaissance concluded, as usual, with the decision that the 
planes would be better used by continuing the training program for air 
i icws. The members of the group were keenly aware of the high costs of 
piling on a full alert with complete 360-degree air reconnaissance, which 
would drastically interfere with their training mission, rapidly use up their 
limited supplies of aircraft fuel, and in the absence of spare parts wear out 
their aircraft within a few weeks. They did not consider, however, the alter¬ 
native of a partial increase in surveillance with some dispersal of warships, 
i .mediation of weekend leaves, full alert of anti-aircraft units, and other 
piecautionary measures that could have increased the security of Pearl Mar¬ 
in u and the fleet without being exorbitantly costly. Because they did not be¬ 
lieve Pearl Harbor was vulnerable, they felt the limited alert conditions that 
had prevailed in the fleet for several months were sufficient. 

1 lie Navy officers assumed, however, that the Army command in Ha¬ 
waii had gone on a full alert, including full-time use of all radar stations, 
winch were manned at that time solely by Army personnel. This false belief 
was based partly on the misunderstanding of a message from Army head- 
.pullers and partly on seeing Army units moving troops, trucks, and anti- 
amral'i weapons through the streets around Pearl Harbor. In keeping with 
ilit'ii' low degree of vigilance there was a "Let George do it” attitude, which 
made the naval officers quite willing to unload various defense responsibili¬ 
ties they felt were both troublesome and unimportant. None of thorn took 
Hie double to check carefully with their counterparts in the Army to make 
me that anti-aircraft and radar units under Army control were fully acli- 
\ itoil. Consequently the naval commander did not find out until alter Pearl 
! tiitboi was destroyed that their assumption about the Army alert was 
winiig. 1 he Army, too, merely went on a limited alert, designed solely to 

• o\n the threat of sabotage, and was not ready for an air attack. The Army 
h wl bunched all its planes on the runways, wing lip to wing lip, to protect 
iIn hi with cordons of guards against saboteurs. This positioning enabled 
iIn Japanese to destroy many more American aircraft than would have 
in .mi possible if the planes had remained dispersed. 

t >11 I )ecember 3, 1941. Kimmel met with two members of his staff. Lieu- 
i« no 11 i Commanders Herbert M. Coleman (fleet security officer) and Lay- 
i"M to discuss newly arrived messages warning that Tokyo had just ordered 
>11 diplomatic missions in the United States and other countries to destroy 
•it. n weiei codes. Subsequently, both Layton and Kimmel recalled that in 

• in i • »ii\ creation they had devoted a great deal of attention to the exact 


‘olmp. siivsNiug the fact that (lie dispatch from Admiral Stark in Wash- 
• imi had said “most" o! the codes, not “all.” Prom their textual analysis. 
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the naval officers agreed that the code destruction should not be regarded 
as an ominous sign that the Japanese were planning to attack an American 
possession: rather, the Japanese were most likely just taking routine precau¬ 
tions in case their embassies and consulates in British or American territorv 
were seized in retaliation for their invasion of Thailand or Malaya. At the 
close of the meeting, these officers felt so confident that their interpretation 
was correct that they thought it unnecessary to check with Washington to 
make sure they had grasped exactly what had been intended. Two days 
later, when confronted with the warning that the Japanese consulate in Ha¬ 
waii was burning papers, these three men and others in Kimmefs group ol 
advisers continued to be completely unconcerned about the threat to Ha¬ 
waii, believing this was another routine precaution, like the ones the Japa¬ 
nese had taken earlier. “Again and again.'’ Wohlstetter states in reviewing 
the dismal record of neglected warnings during the ten days before the at¬ 
tack, “there is this reaction, that certainly the outbreak of war with Japan 
was to be expected at any moment after November 27, but not to be ex¬ 
pected at Pearl Harbor.” 2 


KimmeFs congenial group of advisers 

As the various warnings were received, each decision by the naval com 
mand at Hawaii was made after considerable discussion in formal confer¬ 
ences and informal conversations, which Admiral Kimmel regularly con¬ 
ducted with a group of naval officers whom he designated his “senior 
advisers.” Included were four key men on Kimmel's staff with whom lie 
conferred nearly every day and with whom he usually took his meals—Cap¬ 
tains William W. Smith, Walter DeLany, Charles H. McMorris, and Arthur 
C. Davis. Also in attendance at the staff conferences or at private confei 
ences with Kimmel were Marine Colonel Omar T. Pfeiffer, Lieutenam 
Commander Edwin T. Layton, and several other members of the admiral's 
staff. In addition, Kimmel asked a number of commanders of the fleet to at¬ 
tend conferences at his headquarters whenever they returned to Pearl Hm- 
bor from sea duty—Vice Admirals Walter S. Anderson, Wilson Brown. 
William L. Calhoun, William F. Halsey, Herbert F. Leary, William S. P\v. 
Rear Admiral Milo Draemel. and a few others. Also present at imporiam 
conferences were Admiral Claude C. Bloch (commandant of the Fom 
teenth Naval District, which included all the Hawaiian Islands) and some 
times Bloch’s chief of staff, Captain John Earle. Kimmefs advisory group 
was described by a knowledgeable investigator at the congressional iieai 
ings on the Pearl Harbor attack as one of the “most distinguished lists ol 
[military] advisers that lnive been assembled at one time under aiis- man' 1 
command.’’ 



Admiral Husband E. Kimmel (commander in chief of the 
I ‘iicillc Fleet during 1941) conferring with two of his “senior 
inlvisers''—Captains Walter De Lany (left) and William W. 
Smith (right). 
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There are strong indications that Kimmel's advisers formed a cohesive 
in-group and shared strong feelings of loyalty to their leader. Face-to-face 
contact among the members of the Navy group was not limited to business 
meetings. All the men were part of the naval enclave in Honolulu and fre¬ 
quently spent time together off’duty as well as on duty. Admiral Kimmel. 
for example, used to drop in at Admiral Bloch’s house at night from time to 
time to talk over new developments and to obtain his advice. Kimmel com¬ 
bined business with pleasure when he saw members of his advisory group ai 
social gatherings or on the golf course and he occasionally discussed his 
personal problems. When visiting his next-door neighbors Captain and 
Mrs. Earle, he sometimes talked with them about missing his wife and ex 
plained to them his reasons for not having her with him. 

Although he was a hard-workinu man who made strong demands on 

w w 

everyone under his command, Admiral Kimmel maintained friendly rela¬ 
tions with his advisers, all of whom respected him as an excellent com 
manding officer, Captain Smith. Kimmel's chief of.stall, felt secure enough 
about his friendly relationship to urge Kimmel to bring his wife from the 
continent to Honolulu, as most of the other officers had done, but Kimmel 
explained that he felt that he could do his job better if he lived alone. Smith 
succeeded, however, in persuading Kimmel to take time off for recreation 
and enlisted Admiral Pye's help to get him to the golf course from time k» 
time. 

Staff subordinates usually had more impersonal conversations wiif 
Kimmel. but apparently looked up to him with admiration. The fleet opei.i 
lions officer. Admiral Good, reported retrospectively that the chief “wav 
grand to work for: demanding but understanding." The fleet marine officer 
Colonel Pfeiffer, described himself as having become an ardent “Kimmel 

w 

ite" following an episode in which the admiral had given him some much 
needed reassurance a Iter having erroneously castigated him. “From Hut 
time on," Pfeiffer said. “1 wanted to work twice as hard for him. . . . There 
had been engendered in me a loyally that nothing could shake and to tins 
day never has been shaken." 

The leader of a cohesive group who feels secure about the loyally of die 
members is likely not only to give reassurance when it is needed but also in 
be relatively free about expressing his own personal feelings of anxiets m 
depression and accepting reassurance from the members. There are some 
indications that at times Kimmel participated in ihis type of mutual re.spon 
siveness. On the afternoon of December 6. 1941. for example. Kimmel e\ 
pressed his anxiety to his staff officers about the safety of the Heel, luuiif 
been impressed at this particular time by the worrisome signs indicaiim- 
that Japan might be getting ready to launch a massive attack somewhere m 
other. One of them promptly reassured die admiral thni “die Japanese 
could not possible be able to proceed in force agamsl IV.nl llaihot when 
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they had so much strength concentrated in their Asiatic operations” and 
.’mother told him that nothing more needed to be done. “We finally de- 
etded.” Kimmel recalled, “that what we had [already! done was still good 
and we would stick to it.” So. at the last conference on the day before the 
attack. Admiral Kimmel missed his last chance to correct the gross unpre- 
paredness of the fleet. He failed to follow through on his momentary mis¬ 
givings after hearing members of his staff convey the usual rosy picture 
about the safety of the fleet. At the end of that Saturday afternoon. Kimmel 
“put his worries aside” and went otf to Admiral Leary’s dinner party. 

The next day, appalled by the widespread destruction at Pearl Harbor 
and depressed by his failure to protect the fleet. Admiral Kimmel openly 
expressed his personal feelings to members of his staff. He told two of them 
Hint it would be proper for Washington to relieve him of his command. But. 
according to Kimmefs own account. “They both protested at once and said 
nothing like that would happen.” Their reassurance on this point soon 
pi oved to be just as unrealistic as the reassurance they had given him on the 
ilav before the attack. Shortly thereafter, when Admiral Kimmel was de- 
moied and relieved of his command, members of the Navy group came to 
i lie house to try to cheer up “of Kimmel.” Most of his principal advisers re¬ 
mained loyal to him lone afterward by defending his decisions and by ac- 

V Ur —■ C-- — 

k imwledging. at the numerous inquiries conducted during subsequent years, 
then own misleading advice. 3 


I low could it happen? 

Several naval commanders in Washington placed the blame for unpre- 
paiedness squarely on Admiral Kimmel and his stall’. Admiral Turner, head 
t*l Navy war plans in Washington, told the Naval Court of Inquiry that just 
n adiug the newspapers should have prompted Kimmel to order a full alert 
uni to prepare adequately for the December 7 attack. Admiral Kimmel re- 
ifiied that during the first week of December the newspapers in Honolulu 
» unturned to carry news of negotiations between the United States and 
l quit and that messages from Washington were at fault because they failed 
i«t uieuimn specifically that Hawaii was a possible target of attack. As a re- 
• ili ol their lack of explicitness. Kimmel argued, the warnings from Wash- 
• upi**u failed to correct the reasonable inferences he and his staffhad drawn 
to.m the limited information available to them. His defense was deemed 
mi.n ccpiahlc. I le was court-martialed, reprimanded, and demoted to a po- 
iih.ii tu which he would not be required to make any important deci- 
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Noisy warning signals and wishful thinking 

After reviewing all the pertinent evidence, Roberta Wohlsieuer concluded 
that, incredible as it may seem, Admiral KimmeFs defense was much closei 
to the truth than the accusations leveled against him by the naval com 
manders in Washington. From November 27 on, Kimmel and members ol 
his advisory group were not, in fact, the least bit complacent about the im¬ 
minence of war with Japan. They were deeply concerned about training 
their men and preparing their equipment for a long, hard war in the Pacific 
But they retained one specific complacent view, which was, in effect, that “it 
will happen somewhere else, not here." This unwarranted bit of optimism 
was never altered by the barrage of warning signals because every one oi 
the messages, in one way or another, was sufficiently ambiguous about tin- 
local tactical situation that it could be interpreted in line with the assump 
tion that Pearl Harbor could not possibly be a target. 

Wohlstetter’s main point is that along with the crucial military warning 
signals, there were large numbers of competing and irrelevant signals. 1 ln\ 
background “noise,” as Wohlstetter calls it, often gave a confused pictuu- 
and sometimes pointed in the wrong direction, obscuring the messages and 
signs pointing to danger. The Japanese changed the call signals of tlum 
ships and introduced smoke screens and deceptions in their messages u* 
keep even their own diplomats from learning about the secret plan for ai 
tacking Pearl Harbor. This added to the other kinds of noise that kept nb 
scuring the officers' perceptions of the warning messages, right up until the 
Sunday morning when, like the denouement of a detective story, the cue 
my’s unexpected action suddenly revealed for the first time the full meaning 
of the blackout of the Japanese carriers, the burning of codes in the Jupa 
nese consulate, and all the other clues and emergency signals. According n» 
Wohlstetter: 

The history of Pearl Harbor has an interest exceeding by far any tale of an 
isolated catastrophe that might have been the result of negligence or stu¬ 
pidity or treachery, however lurid. For we have found the roots of this 
surprise in circumstances that affected honest, dedicated, and intelligent 
men. 

The men who had responsibility for the defense of Pearl Harbor wen- 
“as efficient and loyal a group of men as one could find.” The explanation 
of their failure, Wohlstetter concludes, lies in the 

very human tendency to pay attention to signals that support current c.v 
peciations about enemy behavior. . . . For every signal that came into the 
information net in 1941 there were usually several plausible alternative c\ 
planations, and ii is not surprising that mu observers and analysis were m 
dined to select the explanations that tilled the populat lispotheses 

in Wash 11.« Ion. as well as in I law. in, the nmM popular hvpolliesi 
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placed all the possible targets of Japanese attack thousands of miles west of 
Hawaii. This was reflected in the way the communications from Washing¬ 
ton were worded, as well as in the way they were interpreted. Moreover, 
t nited States military intelligence was poorly organized and poorly coordi¬ 
nated, both in Washington and in Hawaii, contributing to the noisy confu¬ 
sion. If more adequate background information had been supplied to the 
high-level Navy officers in Hawaii who had to decide whether to institute an 
alert—which could have been done only at the cost of interrupting ongoing 
naming programs and the high-priority mission of supplying personnel and 
equipment to United States outposts close to Japan—they might have relin¬ 
quished their unruffled “business as usual" attitude in response to the warn¬ 
ings. We must remember, too, Wohlstetter points out, that so many warn¬ 
ings were received in Hawaii during 1941, that they “may have added up to 
n Iceling of‘cry wolf.’ ” 

Do the ambiguities adequately explain why the Navy was so utterly un- 
piepared for the air attack on December 7? Apparently sensing that an ex¬ 
planation solely in terms of too much noise is incomplete, Wohlstetter adds 
a lather cryptic afterthought: “What was unreasonable was the failure [of 
flic military commanders in Hawaii] under such conditions to consider seri- 
iiiisly some less reasonable or less probable, but more damaging even¬ 
tualities.” 


11 ere is the heart of the problem. The puzzling question that still re- 
niiims to be explained is this: Why did the commanding officers at Pearl 
1 hirbor fail to take account of alternative interpretations of the warning sig¬ 
nals in addition to what they considered the most probable interpretation? 
Why didn’t they acknowledge that their inferences about what Japan was 
■in»st likely to do were uncertain and that a threatening move against 11a- 
w.ui was at least a remote possibility? After all, military leaders are sup¬ 
posed to be constantly vigilant and to have contingency plans ready in 
"ider to cope with low-probability events that could endanger national se- 
« only if they happen to materialize, particularly at the military base for 
whose safety they are responsible. Jn the fall of 1941, all the naval officers 
t new, even before being told by Washington, that at any moment Japan 
k.is likely to launch “a surprise aggressive move in any direction.” Doesn’t 
ni\ direction” logically include their direction, an attack against Pearl 
I liiihm? Not very probable perhaps, but still a contingency to be fully pre¬ 
paid lor? 


hi his history of United States naval operations in World War II, Sam- 
**»*! I hot Morison states that a reasonable condition of readiness could have 
Uvh established without interfering with training schedules. At the very 
it i•*i this would have allowed the naval command to reduce the death toil 

• ml pu*vein much of the large-scale destruction at Pearl Harbor by being 

b alerted by the early morning contacts with Japanese submarines just 

• U‘ide IV.ill 11 arbor (which were made an hour or more before the air al- 
1 •> f hej'.in but weie iiiimiiIci piclcd) and b\ Arniv rudai contact with the 
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planes. Motison, too. regards it as unreasonable for tlie naval command i«» 
have completely precluded the possibility of an air raid: 

Alter every allowance is made lor the insistent training problem and the 
failure of Washington to let the Hawaiian commands have all the intelli¬ 
gence in their possession, the fact remains that Pearl Harbor was the most 
important United States Base in the Pacific and that war was imminent, as 
everyone who read the newspapers knew. It was an outpost, too. where 
military men are supposed to be alert at all times, like a sentry walking 
past his post. Admiral KJmmel need not have had so rigid a schedule of ar¬ 
rivals and departures that the Japanese could count on the battleships 
being in port Sunday morning. Normal [peacetime] weekend leaves and 
liberties need not have been granted when war was likely to break out an\ 
day. Distant air reconnaissance might have been very much better, as it 
became immediately after the heavy losses on 7 December. 

Ultimately, despite all the noise that accompanied the warnin° signals 
it was unreasonable for the Navy group to have omitted its own base at 
Pearl Harbor from the list of possible Japanese targets. Recognizing this 
Wohlstetter has made sonic allusions to “wishful thinking': 

There is a good deal of evidence . . . that in conditions of great uncer¬ 
tainty people tend to predict that events that they want to happen actually 
will happen. Wishfulness in conditions of uncertainty is natural and is hard 
to banish simply by exhortation-—or by wishing. 

Pearl Harbor is not an isolated catastrophe, ft can be matched by 
many examples of effective surprise attack. 

The stunning tactical success of the Japanese on the British at Singa¬ 
pore was made possible by the deeply held British faith in the impregnabil¬ 
ity of that fortress. As Captain Grenfell put it, newspapers and statesmen 
like their fortresses to be impregnable. “Every fortress," he wrote, “that has 
come into the news in my lifetime—Port Arthur, Tsing Tao, the Great 
French defensive system of the Maginot Line—has been popularly de¬ 
scribed as impregnable before it has been attacked." 

I he label wishful thinking points in the direction of psychological 
causes but does not constitute an adequate explanation until the conditions 
that promote it are more I Lilly elaborated. To say merely that there war 
conditions of uncertainty is not sufficient because men do not always mu 
cumb to wishful thinking when facing uncertain dangers. If they did, few 
soldiers in an active war zone would ever bother to take precautions agamsi 
being bombed, mined, and ambushed; few citizens would ever have a mail 
cal checkup, take out accident insurance, or bother to eliminate fire hazards 
in their homes. The problem, therefore, is to specify when people take mi 
certain dangers seriously and when they wishfully ignore them. 

The groupthink hypothesis specifies some of the conditions that mw 
rise to collective wishful thinking and enables u.s to pick up whac WohKiri 
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n i'.s analysis leaves oil'. By pointing to a specific set of psychological causes, 
n helps to account for the extraordinary lack of vigilance at Pearl Harbor. 


Slut red rationalizations: why it couldn’t 
happen here 


When members of a group support each other in maintaining an illu- 
m at of invulnerability, wc can expect to find them also manifesting a sec¬ 
ond major symptom of groupthink that bolsters it. They develop a set of 

• lured beliefs that rationalize their complacency about the soundness of 
ilien policy decisions. These rationalizations, often based on stereotypes 
iind ideological assumptions about the enemy that are widely accepted 
'Mtlun the government bureaucracy, contribute to the members' unre- 
ipmihiveness to impressive information that otherwise would incline them 
i" icthink the pros and eons of alternative courses of action. The Navy 
|u»mp in Hawaii appears to have developed just such rationalizations, some 
mI which probably could have been easily shaken if anyone had seriously 
<|iu\stioned them. Nevertheless, those flimsy rationalizations let the mem- 
Im'is believe their policy of ignoring the warnings was rational. 

One rationalization, accepted by the Navy group right up until Decem- 
Ih-i /, was that the Japanese would never dare attempt a full-scale surprise as- 
undt against Hawaii because (hey would realize (hat it would precipitate an all- 
out war, which (he United Slates would surely win. It was utLerly inconceiva¬ 
ble *’that a power as small as Japan would make the first strike against a 
p«»wer as big as the United States,” Wohlstetter writes. Six months earlier, 
bus stereotyped view of Japanese impotence might have met with the ap- 
piuval of most experts in Washington, who thought it highly improbable 
ih.ii Japan would provoke the United States to declare war. But by July 
I'Ml many Washington analysts realized that the outlook had changed, es- 
I" 11 .illy because the United States had imposed a strangling blockade that 

• at Japan olf from supplies of oil, cotton, and other vital raw materials. 

‘ *"iic ol‘ the necessary supplies could be secured from Japan's Axis partners 
in I■ mope because they, in turn, were cut ofi'by a British naval blockade. It 
'v,i\ apparent that Japan was getting ready to take some drastic military 

• "iinlcraclion to nullify the blockade. 4 But the naval commanders in Ha- 
wmi Mill retained a naive imas»e of a midael that would not dare strike a 
I Ji*w against the powerful giant. 

W lien the warnings from Washington called attention to imminent out- 
bo ak ol war. the high-level naval officers at Hawaii agreed that Japan would 


'<*< u\ esclusivelv on (he weakest 


targets 


in the Jar Hast. 


taking on the British 


oid i/ie Ihncli, on<' at a tune; only after that, in an indirect way, might Japan 
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challenge (he United States. Had the members of the Navy group attempted 
to look at the situation through Japanese eyes, instead of relying on ,i 
groupthink view of the enemy, they might have realized that a knockout 
blow against the United States fleet at Pearl Harbor was within the realm <>l 
possible alternatives that Japanese military leaders might be considering 
however much of a blunder it might be from an American or even from an 
objective point of view. Once it became clear that Japan was moving to 
ward war with the United States, the argument that the Japanese would m a 
dare attack a base like Pearl Harbor lost much of its force. 

No one discussed the anticipated enemy moves from the standpoint m 
how the Japanese would view the risks of not attacking the United States, m 
allowing themselves to be relegated to the status of a third- or fourth-ran- 
power, deprived of all their hard-won territories gained from years <«i 
fighting and sacrifice, divested of all national honor. By not examining J.i 
pan’s alternatives from the Japanese military leaders’ point of view, tIn- 
Navy group was able to continue to assume that a Japanese attack against 
the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor was not just a low-probability event bin 
had practically zero probability. 

Equally simplistic was the main question the members of the Na\\ 
group discussed when they received the war warnings from Washington m 
late November. “Which one place,” they asked themselves, “will Japan 
strike?” They concurred, largely on the basis of information about reccni 
Japanese ship movements, that the one place would most likely be Malawi 
or Thailand. Their shared misconceptions prevented the members of ilu 
Navy group from entertaining even as a remote guess what the Japanese ;u 
tuallv did do on December 7, 1941—direct their entire fleet of aircraft cat 
riers to attempt a knockout blow against the United States fleet at Pcail 
Harbor and simultaneously use the rest of their military forces to invade 
Thailand and to launch air attacks followed by landings at Malaya. Hong 
Kong, Wake. Guam, and the Philippines. 

Lieutenant Commander Layton, naval intelligence expert, was aware nt 
the possibility that the Japanese might strike at more than one place, Bui 
his thinking appears to have been influenced by the same limited ecu 
ceptions of the enemy held by the others in the Navy group. On Decern bn 
6, 1941, Layton discussed with Vice Admiral Pye some fresh intelligence m 
formation that fixed the location of Japanese warships in the Gulf of Siam 
Layton remarked that “the only problem remaining was whether or imi 
they would leave us on their flank as a menace or take us out on the was 
down.” Such strong words about an imminent threat to the United Slate-. 
Navy certainly ought to have led the conversation of the two .seasoned 
naval officers to a realistic consideration of the potential danger lo .til 
United States bases flanking Japan, including their own. But when l.axion 
and Pye talked about the flank, according to theii subsequent leslitnons 
they had in mind onlv rcmole places the Philippines < iii.nn not Peat I 
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I harbor. So far as their own base was concerned, these two officers. like ev¬ 
eryone else in the Navy group, were convinced that the Pacific Fleet concen- 
uatcd at Pearl Harbor was a major deterrent against an enemy air or naval at¬ 
tach. The fleet was not considered a possible target. KimmeFs advisers 
iInmght the Japanese would be unbelievably stupid to risk losing their ear¬ 
ners and aircraft by sending them thousands ot miles over the ocean to Ha¬ 
ss .ui, 

1 1 lie, the warnings from Washington had repeatedly mentioned a possi¬ 
ble surprise attack, which could give the Japanese a great advantage, but 
there seems to have been no realistic appraisal of what surprise would 
mean; no estimate of what such an attack could conceivably do to our fleet, 
mi. and ground forces; and no calculation of probable damage to men and 
equipment—not even a tentative percentage." Instead of thinking through 
I he implications of a surprise attack and working out realistic scenarios that 
■ imid be used for defense planning, the Navy group relied on a crude as¬ 
sumption: Even if the Japanese were foolhardy enough to send their carriers to 
attack us, we could certainly delect and destroy them in plenty of time. Admiral 
I've subsequently gave testimony concerning the secure leelings that he and 
hr, associates shared about detecting any attempted attack against Pearl 
Ihubor. He put it this way: "If we had ten minutes warning everybody 
tMiuld have been there [shooting the planes down], and we didn’t anticipate 
that they could get in without ten minutes warning." The naval officers did 
ti.it anticipate that in a state of unreadiness the significance of the warning 
urnals occurring during the hours preceding a surprise attack—such as pa- 
11 .>K encountering hostile submarines and radar detection of unidentified 
uu i a ft -could be completely missed or mishandled so that there would be 
iiu advance warning. 

Another assumption not subjected to critical evaluation was that no 
m i ns laps anchored in the shallow water of Pearl Harbor could ever be sunk by 
totpeda bombs launched from enemy aircraft. This unanimously held beliet 
• rmed 10 be grounded in well-established facts. In 1940. the only air- 
launched torpedoes the United States Navy knew about required a mini¬ 
mum depth of about sixty feet, whereas the depth of the water in Pearl Har- 
tiHi was only thirty or forty feet. Having avoided conjecturing that the Jap- 
i iic sc might attempt a surprise attack at Pearl Harbor, the Navy group 
I tiled to consider the likelihood that an enemy intent on sinking a fleet an- 
, htued 111 a shallow harbor might be able to solve the technological prob- 
i.-iiin involved in achieving this objective. The Navy group assumed that the 
I ip iucsc could do no better than the Americans could in launching aerial 
t• 11 [ti iloes. Probably it would have violated the Navy group’s stereotyped 
«. u Ml |he enemy as inferior to themselves to assume that the Japanese 
>ni) lii develop a weapon superior to die ones possessed by the United States 
> o \ 

llv die lall ol PHI. as a mallei ol fact, the Japanese had devised and 
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successfully tested a new type of wooden fin that could be attached to a re:■ 
ular torpedo, enabling their aircraft to sink ships in shallow water. Although 
this secret Japanese development had not been detected, the naval offieei 
at Pearl Harbor had nevertheless been warned specifically about this possi 
bilitv. In June 1941, Admiral R. E. Ingcrsoll, assistant chief of naval open 
tions in Washington, sent the Navy headquarters in Hawaii a letter about 
recent developments, indicating that ships in shallow water might be vnl 
nerable to torpedoes. No minimum depth of water in which naval vessel- 
may be anchored. Admiral Ingersoll stated in his letter, can arbitrarily l»e 
assumed to provide safety from torpedo plane attack. He also said ili.n 
deep-water attacks were much more likely, and this reassuring statemcm 
caught the eye of the recipients. After receiving this letter, according i*> 
Kimmel. “all my staff. Admiral Bloch and I considered the torpedo daiign 
negligible." Once again, we see the tendency of the Navy group to ignon 
completely an uncomfortable contingency that seemed to have a low proiu 
bility of materializing. 

In summary, the members of the Navy group in Hawaii in 1941 b"l 
stered their assumption that Pearl Harbor was immune from attack h\ a. 
cepting well-worn ideological assumptions as the basis for flimsy ration.ih 
zations, which they thought were based on hard facts: (1) Japan would In i 
direct its military power against weak targets, such as the British and Dun h 
territories, before attacking any possession of the most powerful nation m 
the world. (2) In view of the power and efficiency of the United Slat- 
Pacific Fleet, the risks involved in sending any Japanese aircraft camei 
close enough to attack Pearl Harbor were so great that Japan would lies. i 
decide to do so: the American fleet at Pearl Harbor was a deterrent, nui > 
target. (3) If the Japanese were foolish enough to send aircraft carriers, t h. 
Americans could certainly detect and destroy them in plenty of time: esm 
with only ten minutes warning from radar, practically all attacking plan, 
could be shot down. (4) Warships anchored at Pearl Harbor could not I•• 
sunk by aircraft because the water was too shallow for torpedoes. In view • »i 
all these fortunate circumstances, there was obviously no need to wash 
time or equipment on flying extensive reconnaissance missions. Nor w.i\ ii 
necessary to deprive the officers and men of the fleet of the usual peaectnn. 
weekends in port, even though war with Japan might break out an\ d.o 

These beliefs and assumptions form a typical cluster of groupihml 
symptoms. The sense of complete unanimity within the group conccnim • 
Japan’s deficient capabilities enabled conscientious naval officers to be . n 
tain that they were doing the risiht thing bv concentrating all their eneiri. 
and resources on military training of fresh recruits aiul on other long w-n.. 
preparations for future buttles that might some day take place I'ai oil u. 
Asia. A corollary to this group norm was tluil thev should avoid benn 1 \i«l< 
tracked from ihese prime missions bv the steads lloss ..I ss.n w. u 11111j• • 1 

lake'll loo seitoiisls. I lies lold e.ieli other these w.iinnirs would iiism I 
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them into taking costly and useless protective measures to deal with non- 
•■\isicnt dangers. 


-\n unfunny joke that conveyed the norm 

Most illuminating of the local norm-setting behavior that presumably 
. nntributed to the complacency of Kimmefs in-group concerning the safety 
"I the fleet is a brief exchange between Admiral Kimmel and Lieutenant 
< oinmander Layton. Somewhat perturbed by the puzzling loss of radio 
Muilacl with the Japanese aircraft carriers, Admiral Kimmel had asked 
I avion on December I, 1941, to check with the Far East Command for ad¬ 
ditional information. The next day, when the admiral was again discussing 
(lit* lost carriers with Layton, he remarked jokingly. “What, you don’t know 
Mine the carriers are? Do you mean to say that they could be rounding 
Diamond liead fat Honolulu] and you wouldn’t know it?” Layton replied 
ih.it he hoped they would be sighted well before that. 

I his exchange, as Wohlstetter points out, implies an “atmosphere of 
i*t in.ility and security.” What the two men were saying to each other, in 
* tied, was: “According to the rule book we ought to look carefully to sec if 
ihr missing Japanese carriers are heading toward us here at Pearl Harbor, 
i»*n obviously we don’t need to bother.” The admiral’s unfunny joke about 
ihf lapanese carriers’ approaching Pearl Harbor, when they were in fact 
itn»\iiig full steam ahead toward Hawaii, is reminiscent of the shared 
iiiiiiscment at the Lions’ Club meeting when, a few days before disaster 
hack. one man jokingly displayed a parachute as his answer to the town 
. ni’inecr’s warning that the town might cave in. Laughing together about a 
<i nij'cr signal is a typical manifestation of groupthink. 

Having relegated the Japanese threat to Hawaii to the category of 
iiiii’lnnu matters, the admiral was making it clear, though in an indirect 
' i\. that he would be inclined to laugh derisively at anyone who thought 

• ihri wise. This cue probably would not have inhibited a conscientious in¬ 
i' tlij'imce officer like Layton from speaking his piece if he judged that the 

Mtlfiicc clearly pointed to a grave threat. (“T did not at any time suggest." 
i iMon dejectedly acknowledged at a congressional hearing, “that the Japa- 

• .»• miners were under radio silence approaching Oahu. 1 wish I had.”) 
tint ilic admiral's foolish little joke may have induced Layton to remain si- 
t. ni .ihoni anv vague, lingering doubts, which he himself did not take very 

• ifiislv. Either man. especially after that joking interchange, would risk 

..mini laughter of the other (whether expressed openly lo his face or 

hind Ins hack) if he were lo express .second thoughts to the effect that “Se- 
• i l\ i In mull, shouldn't we do something about the slight possibility that 
• '.ni mis uni’lil /ei///r he headed this w.t\ 7 ” Heeau.se tins ominous infer- 
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ence was never drawn, not a single reconnaissance plane was sent out to tin 
north of the Hawaiian Islands, allowing the Japanese to win the incredibh 
gamble they were taking in attempting to send their aircraft carriers l<- 
within bombing distance of Pearl Harbor without being detected. 

That joking exchange between Kimmei and Layton was merely the vLi 
ble part of a huge iceberg of solid faith in Pearl Harbor's invulnerability. Ii 
a few warm advocates of preparedness had been within the Navy group 
steamed up by the accumulating warning signals, they might have been abl< 
to melt it; but they would certainly have had a cold reception at first. !«• 
urge a full alert would have required presenting unwelcome arguments th.n 
countered the myth of Pearl Harbor’s impregnability. Anyone who \\.i- 
tempted to do so knew that he would be deviating from the group norm 
The others were likely to consider him foolish, if not “crazy,” just as mem 
bers of the in-group regarded Mrs. Halsey at the dinner party on the eve ni 
the disaster when she announced her deviant opinion that the Japanese 
would attack. 

During the week before the attack it would have been doubly dillicnli 
for any of Kimmel’s advisers to voice misgivings to other members of the 
group. It was not simply a matter of taking the risk of being scorned for de¬ 
viating from the seemingly universal consensus by questioning the chci 
ished invulnerability myth. An even greater risk would be the disdain iIn 
dissident might encounter from his colleagues for questioning the wisdom 
of the group’s prior decisions. For a member of the Navy group to become 
alarmed by the last-minute warning signals and to wonder aloud whethei .1 
partial alert was sufficient would be tantamount to asserting that the gmup 
all along had been making wrong judgments. At the very least, it would 
show lack of confidence in the group’s capabilities in fulfilling one ol it- 
fundamental missions—providing adequate security at Hawaii in ordci i»* 
protect the Pacific Fleet, the naval base at Pearl Harbor, and the local pop 
ulation. Kimmei, as leader of the group, had sufficient “idiosyncrasy credit 
to be able to express his last-minute gut reaction on the afternoon of I >1 
cember 6, but he was quickly reminded of the group’s standard rationali/.t 
tions for setting momentary qualms aside. 

In the atmosphere of apparent unanimity, with no clear-cut warmup 
signal indicating that the Japanese were planning a sneak attack again. 1 
Pearl Harbor, even the most conscientious military adviser would find n 
easier to risk what seemed to be a very low-probability threat of an enems 
attack rather than face the high-probability threat of social censure h*i 
questioning the validity of the group’s recent reaffirmations of its comnni 
ment to a business-as-usual and a weekend-leave-as-usual policy. It is pu 
cisely under these conditions that social anxiety about violating pump 
norms exerts its greatest inhibitory pressure, inducing sensible men to 1. 
main unsensiblv lacking in vigilance, to avoid thinking about realistic « 
narios not in accord with the group's assumptions I lie icmiIi is a sluo d 
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psychological set that involves a marked distortion in information-process¬ 
ing. which is a core constituent of the groupthink syndrome. The psycholog¬ 
ical set can be inferred from consistent manifestations of bias against ac- 
tcpling the implications of any new information that could challenge the 
j*i **11 p's preferred course of action. 


Naval officers who did not accept the 
invulnerability myth 

The assumption that the Japanese would never dare attack the Pacific 
I led anchored at Pearl Harbor was evidently not generally accepted by 
M.ivnl officers who were not in the upper echelons of the Navy organization. 
We surmise this from the evidence that among lower-ranking officers on 
>liH itch l warships that were among the sitting ducks on December 7, the 

• Irj’ice of concern about the possibility of a sneak air attack varied widely. 
Wording to Morison’s history of United States naval operations in World 
W,u II, the poorest prepared of all the ships at Pearl Harbor was the S.S. 
i . ihf'ornia , the flagship of Vice Admiral Pye, who was commander of the 
I mi lie force of the Pacific Fleet and was a member of Kimmel’s in-group, 
ifloih Pye and Bunkley, the captain of the California , were among those 
uh.» were in no mood to accept Mrs. Halsey’s pessimistic forecast at the 
'turner party on the night before the attack.) On the fateful Sunday morn- 
mi', this ship, unlike most of the others, had more than ten minutes to get 
"*nls because it was the last one hit by the Japanese torpedoes. But the 

• HHi ors on board did not know what to do. The few officers who had been 

• i.lined for such emergencies were away from the base on normal peacetime 
lime leave for the weekend. The ship was still in its “unbuttoned” condi- 

*o mi when it was sunk by two torpedoes dropped by Japanese planes. The 
number of casualties and the amount of damage inflicted, according to 
Munson, were far greater than they would have been if the ship had been 
1 'ioperly prepared. 

In contrast, the S.S. West Virginia , which sustained more devastating 
1 1 1"ws from the enemy planes, had relatively few casualties and relatively 

• muled damage “because of the excellent discipline of the crew and the 
l«u*mpi alert.” Morison attributes the decisive action on board this ship to a 

• "nip of well-trained young officers who had seriously discussed the possi- 
'"his oi ,m air raid on the licet before December 7 and had worked out a se- 

• ol umiml measures in preparation for it. When the first bomb hit a 
uif.ii on nearby Ford Island, one of the junior officers on the West Vir- 
• m alerted the entire ship: the others on board promptly put into opera- 
m ihe anti ,ii remit control measures they had developed. While the ship 
nikmg. the oiliceis and men presented their torpedoed vessel from 




A view oi capsized and burning ships of ihe United Stales 
fleet in Pearl Harbor after the Japanese had attacked in the 
early morning hours of December 7, 1941. 
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< upsizing and kept up anti-aircraft fire against the planes that were repeat¬ 
edly dive-bombing them. 

None of the officers responsible for the advance preparations on the 
HV.vr Virginia were members of the high-level group of Navy officers 
headed by Admiral Kimmel. Unlike their superior officers in the Navy 
group, they obviously had not accepted the myth that the fleet at Pearl Har¬ 
bor was safe from attack. We do not know how many naval officers on Ad¬ 
miral Pye\s unprepared flagship privately held the same vigilant attitude as 
those on the West Virginia but felt unable to say or do anything about it. 
Nor do we know how many men in the upper echelons of the naval com¬ 
mand had doubts and misgivings about the dominant myth. All we know is 
iliut none of the high-ranking officers raised a question about the fleet’s un- 
picparedness for an air attack or decided to take special precautions within 
iheir own domain, like those taken by the young officers on the West Vir¬ 
ginia. 

Kimmel’s group of advisers was not alone in belittling the threat to 
Pearl Harbor. Strong support of their view came from military colleagues in 
ilie Army command at Hawaii and in naval headquarters at Washington. 


Reinforcements from the Army 

The naval officers’ complacent views were undoubtedly reinforced 
optimistic communications from high-level Army officers in their local su- 

* ul network, when they held official discussions of joint military defense 
pioblems and when they chatted together at the officers’ club or on the golf 
ionise. One source of glowing optimism was Lieutenant Colonel Bicknell, 
the Army chief of G-2 at Hawaii, who had frequent discussions with some 
members of the Navy group. Bicknell confidently expressed, over and over 
ijiMin. the belief that Japan would never dare attack America directly. His 
outlook was shared by General Walter Short, head of the Hawaiian Depart- 
iiieni of the Army, and by the members of the general’s staff. 

In contrast to the Army’s rivalry with the Navy in Washington, the 
high-level Army officers in Hawaii looked up to their counterparts in the 
N.ivv as models of intelligent planning, efficiency, and zeal in carrying out 
ill essential security measures. Army officers shared the belief that the pres- 
«'m o of the Navy at Pearl Harbor was sufficient guarantee of full protection 
loi the Hawaiian Islands. General Short subsequently testified that he felt 
•-no meed “that the Navy was strong enough and the task forces were 
imug enough to be such a threat against any concentration excepting the 

• nttic* lapauese licet . . . that it would he a very decided deterrent to the 
I ip,im“.c cvet sending a task force into that area. ’ 

I Ins com icons and icspcclfitl sentiment among the Arms leaders was 
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probably communicated to the admirals with whom they conversed, if imt 
directly, then by the fact that they never asked any boorish questions abom 
how well prepared Pearl Harbor was for an air attack. When men are in fre¬ 
quent contact, what remains unsaid can be as eloquent as what is said. Con 
trary to rumors current at that time. Admiral Kimmel and General Slum 
frequently conferred and saw each other socially on the golf course ami 
elsewhere. 5 On December 7, 1941, as a matter of fact, they had a golf date 
which neither was able to keep. 


More reinforcements from Washington 

Strong support for the Navy group’s illusions and rationalizations came 
from an unexpected quarter in Washington. Admiral Stark, the chief ol 
naval operations and a member of the President’s War Council, personaIh 
regarded the danger of a full-scale attack against Pearl Harbor as extremcb 
small. In both the formal directives and the informal letters he wrote to Ad 
miral Kimmel he often inserted his personal beliefs about Pearl Harbofs 
relatively safe status; they were considerably more optimistic than the be¬ 
liefs of other members of the War Council. 

The dominant view in Washington during 1941 was not quite the saun¬ 
as the zero-probability estimate of an air attack on Pearl Harbor prevalent 
among the naval officers at Hawaii. The members of the War Council and 
the military experts in the Pentagon assumed that there was a low probalul 
ity that Pearl Harbor would be attacked, because the enemy might strike m 
any direction, at any American base. They thought that they were alerting 
Hawaii to the possibility of real danger, particularly when they agreed in 
send out the war-warning messages in late November. Nevertheless, then 
low-probability estimates affected the wording of their communications in 
Hawaii and enabled Admiral Stark to be unperturbed about continuing t>» 
communicate his own brand of Navy optimism. 

None of Stark’s official warning messages was sufficiently dramatic m 
explicit about the danger to Hawaii to challenge the local officers’ assunip 
tions about Hawaii’s immunity. Moreover, Admiral Stark promptly cotin 
teracted some of the most impressive messages by personal letters to Ad mi 
ral Kimmel. which contributed to the noise that was obscuring the warmur 
signals. Written in a friendly and confidential tone, these letters explained 
that the outlook was not as bad as it might have sounded in the precedmr 
official communique. Kimmel regularly showed these letters to his adviser, 
and the personal views they contained were often discussed in group meet 
ings. 

Admiral Stark, who had close personal and proii-sstou.il lies wnli Ad 
ini mI Kimmel and some ol die oilici olliccis umlci Ins «<miiiii.i ud. .ippe.u 
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io have been functioning as a mindguard. By interspersing his personal op¬ 
timistic letters with the official warnings, he was protecting the Navy group 
at Hawaii from thinking about the distressing implications of the communi¬ 
cations from the War Council. 6 

A clear warning from the War Council to institute a full alert in prepa¬ 
ration for a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor might have undercut the in¬ 
fluence of Stark's personal correspondence and might therefore have suc¬ 
ceeded in changing the outlook of the Navy group. But the War Council 
never authorized sending any such tactical warning. The recipients of the 
, ijlieial war warnings of November 24 and 27, sensitized to words that fit in 
with their relatively placid assumptions, noted that a number of possible 
linnets for a Japanese attack were listed—the Philippines, Guam, Thailand, 
Horneo—but Hawaii was not mentioned. They made much of this omis- 
Mim. In a way they were right to notice it, because it did indeed reflect the 
low-probability estimates of the War Council. But the naval officers gave an 
extreme interpretation to this clue. They believed it meant that the govern¬ 
ment leaders agreed with their assumption that there was no chance at all of 
.i Japanese attack against Pearl Harbor, that the only threats to be consid- 
ned were minor ones—a sabotage attempt by a local Japanese agent or a 
lone submarine that might slip through the guarded waters around Hawaii, 
both of which could easily be handled by existing military routines. When 
ilie authorities at headquarters said, in effect, that the threat was not highly 
piohable, local groupthink evidently translated the message into "negligible 
probability—forget it.” 


Peace of mind among Roosevelt’s advisers 

1 he weak wording of the official war warnings—their frequent use of 
vague phrases like "hostile action possible” and their failure to list Pearl 
t l.n hor among the possible targets of a Japanese attack—correctly reflected 
the hick of vigilance among the members of the War Council so far as Ha¬ 
waii was concerned. In May 1941, General Marshall, who was then chief of 
,i.i 11*. informed President Roosevelt that ‘7 he Island of Oahu , due to its forti- 
tu aiion, its garrison and its physical characteristics, is believed to be the 
.inmgesl fortress in the world.” In September 1941, the general sent a 
incun to the President stating that Hawaii needed no ground troop rem¬ 
it.,* emails because "Presence of Fleet reduces threat of major attack.” 

I himig the months preceding the Pearl Harbor attack. General Marshall s 
oitiimccin about Hawaii seems to have matched that of Admiral Stark, 
these two leading military members of the President's War Council, who 
In.ulnl up America's aimed forces, evidently helped to maintain peace of 
mind ,i humic Roosevelt s civilian adxiscrs. 
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The War Council was chaired bv President Roosevelt and included, in 
addition to General Marshall and Admiral Stark. Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, Secretary of the Navy Frank 
Knox, and presidential adviser Harry Hopkins. The consensus of this group 
was that there was only a slight chance that Japan would attack any Uniied 
States possession before expanding its perimeter at the expense of British 
and Dutch possessions. All the members believed that Hawaii was the lea si 
vulnerable of all American possessions in the Pacific. 7’hey decided, how 
ever, that to be on the safe side adequate preparations should be made in 
case of a surprise attack. With this remote threat in mind, they ordered iIu 
War Department to notify the military commanders in Hawaii to be alcn 
for a “surprise aggressive move in any direction.” But even in late Novem 
ber 1941, when they sent out “the war warnings that failed to protect." . 1 . 
historian Herbert Feis describes them, the men who made the decision did 
not envisage the possibility that a military disaster might result from unpic 
paredness. 

It appears that the members of the War Council were complacent about 
the threat to Hawaii, even though they never resorted to such extreme Conn 
of denial as did the Navy group in Hawaii. Perhaps the War Council w.i. 
also suffering from its own, somewhat milder symptoms of groupthink. I In . 
group, according to Feis, repeatedly ignored the warnings of Ambassador 
Grew, from his observation post in Tokyo, to be on guard against sudden 
naval and military attacks on American possessions. On November 3. l l M I 
for example. Ambassador Grew sent a strong warning to Washington lie mm 
Tokyo, predicting that if conciliation attempts failed, the Japanese migln 
make “an all-out. do-or-die attempt, actually risking national Hara-km u> 
make Japan impervious to economic embargoes abroad rather than yield to 
foreign pressure.” Such action, he cautioned, might come “with dungetou 
and dramatic suddenness.” If the members of the War Council and ilicit 
staffs had taken these warnings more seriously, they might not have missed 
so completely the ominous implications of the Japanese messages that wen 
being decoded in Washington. 7 They also would have monitored whaie\< 1 
warnings they sent out to make sure that the Army and Navy commands m 
Hawaii had instituted a full alert, instead of continuing to send somewhat 
vague messages telling the Army and Navy at Hawaii that maybe there w ill 
be war with Japan, maybe it will be soon, maybe something ought in b. 
done to prepare for it. 

A week before the Pearl Harbor attack, the members of the War Cmm 
cil became more worried than ever before about what the Japanese n nr I • 1 
be up to, but the only real source of concern was the movement of the J.ip.i 
nese convoy toward Thailand. While awaiting Japan’s next piece of “deni 
try," as they called it. the members of the War Council continued to belu \* 
that the initial Japanese attack \s ould be against the Iti iiish ami pci haps 1 1 1 • 
Dutch but not against the t tilled Stales. I lien mam »oin ci 11 light up utiid 
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December 7 was how to justify American intervention to the isolationist- 
minded American public when the threat to America's security seemed so 
i emote. 

On November 27, after authorizing the war warning, the members of 
ihe War Council became noticeably less tense; most of them regained their 
peace of mind and made plans to take the coining weekend off. At another 
meeting the next day. one of the members started to sound a warning note, 
Imt the others ignored it. Near the beginning of the meeting. Secretary Hull 
s;iid that in his opinion the Japanese might make a surprise attack against 
various places simultaneously. This subject was not pursued, however. Nei¬ 
ther the President nor any of the others asked Hull to elaborate on his re¬ 


mark. Had someone done so, the discussion might well have led to a reap¬ 
praisal of the danger to American possessions. Instead, the group discussion 
icmnincd focused on the same old oversimplified question with which the 
Navy group at Hawaii was preoccupied: Were the Japanese going to attack 
limish or Dutch territory in the Far East? According to Secretary Stimson’s 
notes on this meeting, the consensus was that the Japanese expeditionary 
Iorce'was going to try to “get around the southern point of lndo-China and 
i.» go off and land in the gulf of Siam, either at Bangkok or further west, 

| which 1 would be a terrific Wow at all of the three powers, Britain at Singa¬ 
pore. the Netherlands, and ourselves in the Philippines. It was the coliseu¬ 
ms of everybody that this must not be allowed. By the end of the meeting, 
none of the low-probability threats, such as an attack against American 
islands in the Pacific, was brought up for consideration. 

The extent to which the members of the War Council were unprepared 
11 >i n blow against the fleet at Pearl Harbor is typified by the reaeiion of 
Secretary of the Navy Knox when his peace of mind was finally under¬ 
mined by the first brief news dispatch from Admiral Stark abort! the Pearl 
1 1.,,bar attack. Knox said, “My God, this can’t be true! This must mean the 
Philippines." 


< ‘nllcctive groupthink among interlocking 
pumps 


When umupthink tendencies become dominant, the members of an ex¬ 
it utivc croup withhold from each other information about their personal 
d.iiihiv They try to avoid saying anything that might disturb the smooth 
in lace of unanimity that enables the members to feci confident that their 
p.'lu irx ,ne concct and arc hound to succeed. A similar withholding o! un- 
u fi miu* inhumation mav occur when interlocking groups reciprocally in- 
liilj.>r hi j’i onpllunls. I his seems to have happened among the three main 
I'Muip'. icspniisihlc loi the defense o! I Vail Harbor the Navv and Army 
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groups in Hawaii and the War Council in Washington. All three assumed 
that the United States fleet anchored at Pearl Harbor was safe. 

In their messages to each other, the three interlocking groups mutualK 
reinforced their lack of vigilance, often by what they did not say. They did 
not exchange views about specific preparations needed in Hawaii to ward 
oft' a possible surprise attack. The Navy group said nothing to the Anm 
group in Hawaii about activating its radar stations or its anti-aircraft gum. 
and allowed the local Arnry leaders to persist in their belief that the mcie 
presence of the fleet guaranteed protection against any form of hostile ;k 
tion except sabotage. The Army group, in turn, neglected to communicate 
to the Navy group that the radar stations and anti-aircraft installations wen- 
hardly in operation at all except for training purposes. The War Council in 
Washington did not inquire about the kind of alert that had been instituted 
in Hawaii, and the Navy group did not bother to inform anyone in Wash 
ington about its decision to make no changes whatsoever after receiving I In- 
war warnings. When the military members of the War Council were sent .1 
relevant message from the Army command in Hawaii stating that only an 
anti-sabotage alert had been set up, they did not notice it. All along, then 
warning messages to Hawaii neglected to mention the threat to Pearl Mai 
bor. even though the members of the War Council held a somewhat mote 
realistic view of the necessity to be prepared for an attack. Thus, the llmv 
groups helped each other maintain a facade of complacency and set the 
stage for America’s astounding unreadiness at Pearl Harbor. 



Escalation of the 
Vietnam War: 

How Could It Happen? 


All observers agree that a stable group of policy advisers met regularly with 
1'icsident Johnson to deliberate on what to do about the war in Vietnam. 
I lagmenlary evidence now at hand gives some clues about how and why 
i he group’s policy of escalating the war was so assiduously pursued during 
ilie period from 1964 through 1967. The escalation decisions were made de¬ 
spite strong warnings from intelligence experts within the United States 
government, as well as from leaders of the United Nations, from practically 
idl of America’s allies, and from influential sectors of the American public, 
f ven if the members of Johnson’s advisory group were willing to pay a high 
pi ice to attain their economic and political objectives in Vietnam, they ap¬ 
parently ignored until too late the mounting signs that their decisions to ex¬ 
udate the war were having devastating political repercussions within the 
t nited States, and that these repercussions were threatening to destroy the 
l'icxident’s chances of being reelected. Accounts in the Pentagon Papers 
about the group’s meetings and private statements made by individual 
members expose what seem to be gross miscalculations and blatant symp- 
i«mis of groupthink. The evidence now available is far from complete, and 
"inclusions will have to be drawn quite tentatively. Nevertheless, it is 
w'oi ihwhile to grapple with the main questions that need to be answered to 
discover if the groupthink hypothesis applies to these recent, notoriously ill- 
< om cived decisions. 1 


Wlml needs U> be explained? 

Mme tli,m a mere exercise in the psychological analysis of recent for- 
• ipi pohc\ decisions, showing how group dvnamics may have influenced 
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America’s Vietnam policy may help us to understand how conscientious 
statesmen could ignore the impressive voices of so many reputable Amen 
cans concerning the immorality as well as the adverse political conse 
quences of their military actions. Perhaps even more important, an analyse 
of the shared illusions of Johnson's inner circle may give us insights ih.ti 
help explain how such men could still the inner voices of their own con 
sciences. As Ilhiei Pooh one of the few American professors of political sci 
ence who supported the Johnson administration’s basic Vietnam polav 
points out: ‘‘It is hard to understand how intelligent men could believe tli.it 
aerial bombardment, harassment and interdiction artillery fire, defoliation 
and population displacement could be effective means to win a population 
or how moral men could believe them appropriate means of action amour 
the population we are defending.” After all, the policy-makers in the John 
son administration were sincere democrats who prided themselves on tlu-n 
humanitarian outlook. How could they justify their decisions to aulhon/e 
search-and-destroy missions, fire-IVee zones, and the use of “whatever vio 
lent means are necessary to destroy the enemy’s sanctuaries”—all of whn h 
set the stage, the normative background, for the Mylai massacre and olliei 
acts of violence by the United States military forces against Vietnamese \ i! 
lagers? 

The most thorough analysis of the Johnson administration’s Vietnam 
War decisions is in the Department of Defense’s study known as the Pen 
tagon Papers, which was declassified and published in twelve volumes In 
the United States government in 1971, after The New York Times and nthei 
newspapers had revealed the main contents to the American public. In ie 
strained but unambiguous terms, the historians and political analysts ulm 
prepared this secret study call attention time and again to the poor qualiis 
of the decision-making procedures used by the policy-makers who met ie:' 
ularly with President Johnson. They emphasize in particular the group 
failure to canvass the full range of alternative courses of action and thcii su 
perficial assessment of the pros and cons of the military recommendation 1 
under consideration during 1964 and 1965. For example, at a major straiep 
meeting on September 7, 1964, according to the Department of Defense an 
alysts, “a rather narrow range of proposals was up for consideration." Neil 
Sheehan, in The New York Times book on the Pentagon Papers, adds ilui 
“the study indicates no effort on the part of the President and his mo i 
trusted advisers to reshape their policy along the lines of . . . [the] anaUsr. 
prepared jointly by experts from the three leading intelligence agencies "I 
the government toward the end of 1964. According to that analysis, bomb 
ing North Vietnam had little chance of breaking the will of I lanoi. The \ u.d 
decision made on February 13, 1965, to launch the previously planned an 
strikes against North Vietnam, llic Defense Department study slate- 
“seems to have resulted </\ much from the hick of ohcnitifivc j>> </\ fioo 
onv <'onipcllin\.\ topic m then ftivor " 
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After leaving the government, Bill Moyers, an articulate member of 
loluison's in-group, admitted: “With but rare exceptions we always seemed 
if be calculating the short-term consequences of each alternative at every 
lop of the [policy-making] process, but not the long-term consequences. 
\nd with each succeeding short-range consequence we became more 
deeply a prisoner of the process." 

Who were the prisoners and why couldn’t they escape? 


1‘resident Johnson’s inner circle 

During the Johnson administration the major Vietnam decisions were 
m.ido by a small inner circle of government officials, most of whom re¬ 
in. lined for a few years and then were replaced, one at a time. In addition to 
die President, the in-group included Special While House Assistant 
McGcorge Bundy (later replaced by Walt Rostow), Secretary of Defense 
Hubert McNamara (replaced during the last year of the Johnson adminis- 
ii.iiiun by Clark Clifford), and Secretary of State Dean Rusk (who managed 
i" icmain in Johnson's advisory group from the bitter beginning to the bit- 

• <-i cud). For several years Press Secretary Bill Moyers a nd Undersecretary 
<<l Slate George Ball also participated in the meetings. The group also in- 

• hided General Earl Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs ol Staff from 
lun.j on. and Richard Helms, director of the Central Intelligence Auency 
i mu ii (966 on. 

President Johnson consulted this small group on all major policy de- 

• i nous concerning the Vietnam War. Although most individual members of 
iI io inner circle were replaced before the Johnson administration came to an 
■ ml. “ns work was distinctively continuous because new men joined it only 
mliequently and always one at a time.” The members sometimes called 
ilii-msclves “the Tuesday Lunch Group.” and others have referred to the 
(tmiip as “the Tuesday Cabinet.’’ At their Tuesday noon meetings, the 
uii ‘111 hers deliberatedTtbdut thelText steps to be taken in the Vietnam War 

• ml often dealt with purely military matters, such as the targets in North 
\ ioi i ki in to be bombed next. 

Uclorc discussing symptoms of groupthink, we must consider whether 
lolui'.on\s inner circle was unified by bonds of mutual friendship and loy- 
div .in essential precondition for the emergence of the groupthink syn- 

• 1 1 o 11 k*. Some journalists depict Lyndon B. Johnson as an extraordinarily 
« )‘iessi\e and insensitive leader, who made such excessive and humiliating 
I. in.imis on everyone who came in frequent contact with him that he was 
oi.ImIK disliked, if not hated. With these alleged attributes in mind, we are 

I io wonder il perhaps the apparent unity of Johnson's inner circle was 
• mi'ls siipeiliei.il eoiiiomuts and polite deference out of a sense of expedi- 
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A meeting in late 1967 of “the Tuesday Lunch 
Group”—President Johnson’s inner circle—discussing the 
Vietnam War. Members include (clockwise from the President 
who sits with his back turned in the foreground) Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara (soon to be replaced by Clark 
Clifford); General Earl Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff; Clark Clifford; Special While House Assistant Wall 
Rostow: Tom Johnson and George Christian, White House 
aides; Richard Helms, director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency; and Secretary of Stale Dean Rusk. 
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••ucy, with each member inwardly feeling quite detached from the leader 
.ind perhaps from the group as a whole. But if this were the case, it was not 
detected by Chester Cooper, J. Townsend Hoopes, Bill Moyers, James 
1 honison, Jr., and other observers in the Johnson administration who were 
in contact with members of the inner circle. Rather, the picture we get from 
those who observed from close at hand is that the group was highly cohe- 
*n ce. 

Most explicit on this point is Henry Graff, who had the opportunity to 
m induct private interviews with President Johnson and with each of his 
principal advisers on four different occasions between mid-1965 and the 
* ml of 1968. Graff was repeatedly impressed by what appeared to him to be 
j-cmime friendship and mutual support among the members of the Tuesday 
< .ilwnet, which he felt characterized the group up until early 1968. Later in 
l'K»K he noted a tone of querulousness in the comments the men made 
tinuii the mounting barrage of criticisms directed against Johnson’s war 
policy, as the increasingly obvious signs of its failure began to take their 
loll. But before that final phase, according to Graff: 

I lie men of the Tuesday Cabinet were loyal to each other, with a devotion 
compounded of mutual respect and common adversity. They soon learned, 
us all congenial committeemen learn, to listen selectively and to talk har¬ 
moniously even when in disagreement. Familiarity with one another's 
minds became an asset as well as a handicap in the years they conferred 
mid labored. And their facility wiih words (laced with the Peniagonese all 
•.poke so fluently) made the sessions memorable for the participants week 
in and week out. 


I veil in early 1968, when outstanding officials like Deputy Secretary of 
I viru.sc Paul Nitze were submitting their resignations and it was hard to 
*Nonl bickering within the inner circle about whether the Vietnam War pol- 

• * n * mild be salvaged, Graff was still impressed by the “loyalty with which 
ilo men around the President defended him and the decisions they had 
h-lpnl him reach, regardless of any private misgivings they may have in- 
< • <- (singly entertained.” During the preceding year or two, as the members 

tell increasingly beleaguered,” Graff surmises, “they turned toward one 
oioiliu |or reassurance” and became “natural friends” of their chief. He 

• ■Ids that the Tuesday Cabinet exerted an extraordinarily powerful in- 
>Iim me over its leader, perhaps more than any other presidential advisory 

• ••np m American history. 

Hill Moyers, from his personal observation as a member of Johnson’s 
"»«i ( nvie. has corroborated Graffs conclusion that the group was highly 
!••• ivc Directly in line with the groupihink hypothesis, Moyers mentions 
i • • mi* ui i cm.e-seeking tendenev of the members as part of his explanation 
• 11 1 »* I.it k "I uilical deb.ile about Vietnam War policies: 
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one ol ilie significant problems in the Kennedy and Johnson Administra¬ 
tions was that the men who handled national security affairs became too 
dose, too personally fond of each other. They tended to conduct the affairs 
of state almost as if they were a gentlemen’s club, and the great decisions 
were often made in that warm camaraderie of a small board of directors 
deciding what the club’s dues are going to be for the members next year. 

. . . So you often dance around the final hard decision which would set 
you against . . . men who are very close to you. and you lend to reach a 
consensus. 


Daniel EJlsberg’s critique of the 
“quagmire myth” 

The points just discussed lead one to suspect that groupthink was dm 
of the causes of the Vietnam War fiascoes perpetrated lay the Johnson ad 
mimstiation. But there arc. of course, other ways of interpreting the avail,i 
ble observations, including some that provide an explanation solely in tci m 
of political considerations. An extreme position of this type is taken hv p t . 
litical analyst Daniel Ellsberg. In June 1971, he turned over to The A 
York Times and other newspapers the secret Pentagon Papers, whuh 
stunned the nation. Only a few weeks before, Ellsberg had published a 
scholarly article in which he presented his own opinions on the causes ol 
the Vietnam War, based on his study ol the secret documents. 

Ellsberg challenges what he calls the “quagmire myth,” which dejm i 
the American Presidents and their advisers as stumbling into the Victu.im 
War during the 1950s and 1960s by taking one little step after another, u uh 
out being aware of the deep quicksancflying ahead. Ellsberg denies ilu 
United States escalation decisions stemmed from unrealistic presidcnii.il 
hopes or failures to foresee the consequences. Each major escalation d\ 
cision by Piesident Johnson and his predecessors, he claims, was made with 
full awareness that either larger military steps would almost certainly h,o< 
to be taken or else retreat and a Communist victory would have to be a* 
cepted. American policy-makers, according to Ellsberg, regarded the hum 
ures taken not as last steps but rather as “holding actions, adequate i< 
avoid defeat in the short run but long shots so far as ultimate success w ■ 
concerned.” I heir essential purpose was to “buy time.” to postpone deic.u 
in Vietnam, with all its accompanying “political and personal consequem . 
of charges of’softness on Communism.’ ” In brief. America's Vietnam j»..| 
icy was largely determined by one fundamental political rule: “1 Ins is mu , 
good year for this administration to lose Vietnam to ( omnmnisni." 1 \n 
year there were important programs i<> push through Congress. ;mi | ,.,i, 
gressional elections were always coming up willun a w.ii ..i m,. L \en if |.i. 
idcnlia! elections ueie not t lose at li.tml 
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The power of this fundamental rule. Ellsberg claims, derived from a 
mixture of motives originating primarily from deeply ingrained memories of 
the defeatist charges to which the Truman administration had been sub¬ 
jected by Senator Joseph McCarthy and other right-wing Republicans after 
General MacArthur was removed from command during the Korean War 
stalemate. Those right-wingers had “tattooed on the skins of politicians and 
bureaucrats alike some vivid impressions of what could happen to a liberal 
administration that chanced to be in office the day a red flag rose over Sai- 


pMI.” 

Ellsberg adds that a subsidiary rule (another legacy of the humiliations 
of the Korean War), was also in the minds of the policy-makers: Avoid 
committing United States ground troops to a land war in Asia. This second 
Mile, he believes, accounts for the policy-makers* reluctance to use truly 
powerful military means against the North Vietnamese, except in a dire cri- 
ms to avert defeat. 


All the main escalation decisions, in Ellsberg's view, were made in pe¬ 


riods of deep pessimism and were intended only to restore the stalemate in 
order to postpone a possible Communist victory. In each instance, the Pres¬ 
ident and his principal advisers allegedly knew what the costs would be and 
were willing to pay them, even though in their public statements they were 
saying that only one more small step was needed for victory. 

Ellsberg claims that his explanation accounts for all the Vietnam War 
decisions made by five presidents—Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy. John¬ 
son. and Nixon. It certainly has the aesthetic beauty of supplying a rela- 
h\dy simple formula to explain the United States government's sorry 
iccord of involvement in Vietnam over a period of more than twenty years. 
Him how well does it fit the available evidence? 

Although Ellsberg argues that the policy-makers were generally quite 
lealistic. he admits that there are some sticky facts concerning “buoyant 
liMpes” during the Johnson administration: “When U.S. combat units 
lhaided into Vietnam from 1965 on, the pessimism of later 1964 gave way 
increasingly to buoyant hopes, by 1967. of an essentially military victory. 
Moreover, in essential agreement with the observations reported by James 


I lioinson. Jr., and other “insiders” in the Johnson administration, Ellsberg 
s,i\ \ dial yes, there was a great deal of “self-deception.” “inadvertence,* 
‘iiiaiicniion,” “lack of realistic planning.” “over-ambitious aims for means 
used.” and “over-optimistic expectations.” He acknowledges that all these 
‘11,ius and limitations increasingly do characterize the executive decision¬ 
making process." But Ellsberg tries to explain away all the overoptimism as 
tin* i iiiisei|uence of implementing die chosen policy: The deception of Con- 
Mess a ml the public gave rise b> a tendency lor the policy-makers expecta- 
u. .ns piadualk In “drill in ilie directum of the public optimism expressed 
t *>iisiauil\ hum the mitsei . . eveulualK replacing phony and invalid opti¬ 
mism wilh eeimim- iu\. 1 1 1 1 1 onlmiism. 
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Unis, Ellsberg leaves open the possibility that President Johnson , 
his advisers were making miscalculations about their Vietnam policies ;,v , 
result of wishful thinking during 1967 and perhaps before that, “from I9rc 
°n•” In Edition, he suggests that when all the major escalation decision 
were made, well before 1967, the policy-makers' adherence to the fund.i 
mental rule may itself have been based on a miscalculation concerning p.. 
lineal reaction in the United States to the alternative policy of withdraw.il 
from Vietnam: “Fear of , . . McCarthyism’s power at the polls may alwaw. 
have been overdrawn , . . . Yet, what matters, of course, is what . . . oil, 
cials believe their risks to be.” 

Ellsberg mentions some observations suggesting that during 196..- . 
fundamental rule, whether based on miscalculations or not, was*used"as 
kind of slogan and that social pressure was put on the President to act in a. 

cordance with the slogan in a way that would deflect attention away lit 
other serious risks: J 


>0 III. 
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In the spring of 1965 President Johnson is reported to have received calls 
almost daily jrom one of his closest advisers telling him (what no one had 
to tell him): “Lyndon, don’t be the first American President to lose a war ” 

It is true that such advisers omitted warnings of other deadly errors. 

Ellsberg adds that Johnson’s advisers neglected to call his attention to Hi. 
dangers ol by-passing C ongress, of allowing official military statements ilut 
describe the enemy forces as defeated to be issued during a lull in [In¬ 
fighting when those forces were readying for a major offensive, and of at- 
cepung recommendations from the Pentagon to “draft and spend and kill 
and suffer casualties at the rate . . . [the] military will propose.” 

In short, this portion ol Ellsberg's account of what was going on in 19ns 
does not offer such convincing arguments in support of his purely politic..I 
explanation that an explanation based on the groupthink hypothesis should 
be discarded. In contrast to more global statements he makes elsewhere m 
his paper, these passages certainly do not preclude the possibility that the 
members of Johnson’s advisory group were collectively overlooking or ic 
mainnig silent about some of the most unfavorable consequences of then 
policy recommendations. 


A “colossal misjudgment” and subsequent 
miscalculations 


As for the alleged “pessimism of later 1964.” the available evulem. 
does not show an impressive degree of lit wilh Ellsberg's hypothesis that Hi. 
President and his advisers had a realistic view of what then escalation d. 

would accomplish When nr look into the IVi.i.iro,. l\,, u . ls Ilth! 
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that the conferees sometimes did talk about the possibility that the war 
might last for years, but we also find a number of direct contradictions of 
I llsberg’s statement that unrealistic hopes were not a prominent factor in 
the major escalation decisions of late 1964 and early 1965. These decisions 
involved accepting a military plan, known as Operation Rolling Thunder, 
to launch massive air attacks against North Vietnam. According to the De¬ 
partment of Defense study, the original purpose of the plan was “to break 
the will of North Vietnam." The Department of Defense study also asserts: 
■The idea that destroying, or threatening to destroy, North Vietnam’s in¬ 
dustry would pressure Hanoi into calling it quits, seems, in retrospect, a co¬ 
lossal misjudgment .” In the spring of 1965, when the air assaults were 
slarted. according to the study, "official hopes were high that the Rolling 
Thunder program . . . would rapidly convince Hanoi that it should agree 
lo negotiate a settlement to the war in the South. After a month of bombing 
with no response from the North Vietnamese, optimism began to wane." 

According to the Pentagon Papers, the escalation of the air war was 
planned secretly during the election campaign in the fall of 1964. The de- 
(ision to authorize the first phase of the plan was made one month after 
lolmson’s election victory; the decision to authorize the second phase was 
made only about two months later. In this period the administration did not 
need to be very concerned about the prospects of defeat of its program in 
('ongress, and the next election was a long w r ay off. The landslide victory it¬ 
self must have shown the astute political minds in Washington that the I inl¬ 
ine of Goldwater's aggressive anti-Communist campaign meant that at least 
lor the time being there was little realistic basis for worry about the power 
"I the right-wing Republicans to mobilize public support. Yet precisely dur¬ 
ing the months when the election victory was still fresh in mind President 
lolmson and his advisers made the major decisions to authorize the Rolling 
I humlcr program. 

Tom Wicker. New York Times associate editor and columnist, reports 
that lie was informed by several officials close to the President in 1964 that 
the same type of elated self-confidence that had pervaded the thinking of 
Kennedy's in-group prior to the Bay of Pigs fiasco was reexperienced fol¬ 
lowing the 1964 election victory, at the time Johnson and his advisers com¬ 
mitted themselves to escalating the air war in Vietnam: 

Several officials who were close to Johnson at that time . . . recall the 
sheer ebullience of the moment. One of them had also served Kennedy and 
lemembers the same sense of omnipotence in the White House in early 1961. 

. . . 11 le said.] “ We thought vee had the golden touch. It was just like that with 
Johnson after sixty-fours' 

t ln-se observations, if accurate, suggest that when Johnson and his princi¬ 
pal advise is were deliberating about the escalation decisions, they shared a 
•a.mm h laith dial somehow evervlhmu would come out rmht. despite all the 
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gloomy predictions in the intelligence reports prepared by their underline' 
By the summer of 1965, the complete failure of the air war could noi h. 
denied, especially when the Vietcong successfully carried out a mag a 
offensive and took over large amounts of territory in South Vietnam. Wash 
ington began to receive urgent requests from General Westmoreland, tin 
Uni ted States military commander in Vietnam, for more and more gronn.l 
troops. At the end of July, when the decision was made to approve a limn 
increase in ground forces. Washington officials had become extremely p. 
simistic, just as Ellsberg says. They realized the war would be long and ha id 
and would require even more troops in the future. But even so, the con 
ferees’ intentions and expectations, described in the Pentagon Papers, onh 
partially corresponded to the pattern described by Ellsberg. True. ~il. t 
major participants in the decision . . . understood the consequences." but 
we are also told that the choice, as thev saw it 


was not whether to hold on lor a while or let go—the choice was viewed as 
winning or losing South Vietnam. . . . 

Instead of simply denying the enemy victory and convincing him iliai 
he would not win. the thrust became defeating the enemy in the South. 


The Department of Defense study suggests that when the decision w.i 
made to increase American forces in 1965, perhaps “no one really foresaw 
what the troop needs in Vietnam would be," and the enemy forces nu\ 
have been “consistently underrated." This could hardly be called an m 
stance in which the decision-makers definitely foresaw the consequence 
All during the summer and fall of 1965, the air war against North Vn i 
nam was continued. But because Operation Rolling Thunder was n..i 
achieving its original purpose of breaking the will of the North Vieinames. 
its purpose was redefined. The new objective of the operation was to rod in . 
the flow of men and supplies from the north. This change for the first t■ u>. 
brought the policy-makers’ internal rationale into line with the alleged pm 
pose that had been told to Congress and to the public during the preecdm • 
months. In deciding to continue the Rolling Thunder program to attain iln 
much more modest objective, however, the Washington officials \\«i. 
making still another misjudgment. The Pentagon Papers quote a Dep.m 
ment of Defense document dated January 1S, 1966, that states: “The pi., 
gram [Rolling Thunder] so far has not successfully interdicted infiltration ..t 
men and material into South Vietnam." 


Here again, as in the case of the decision to increase ground troops v.. 
see that a decision made when the policy-makers were gloomy is not neie- 
sarily tree of miscalculations. In general, the mere fact that confciecs imd 
themselves in a crisis and realize they are facing the possibility o| del., 
does not preclude a strong element of wishful thinking and even a sti..i 
dose ol ovei optimism aboni limited hopes such as escaping with llien sl-.ii 
inlael. successfully postponing dele.il iiidvlimirly and li..ldmr .ml |..i 
enough lot ,i lucky bieak I.. linn die tide in then la\m 
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A major part of Ellsberg’s argument about the Jack of a sizable gap be¬ 
tween expectations and reality hinges on the fact that when the major esca¬ 
lation decisions were made, reports from intelligence experts in the CIA, the 
Slate Department, and the Defense Department showed a “persistent skep- 
ticism , . . about proposals for improving [the long-run prospects of anti- 
< ommunist forcesj ... a pessimism almost unrelieved, often stark—yet in 
ictrospect. credibly realistic, frank, cogent." The Pentagon Papers bear out 
I llsberg’s contention that the policy-makers were aware of at least some of 
die pessimistic estimates contained in these reports. But there is no evidence 
in show that President Johnson and his principal advisers personally ac¬ 
cepted the invariably pessimistic estimates in the intelligence reports or 
look seriously the likelihood that further major escalations of the type out¬ 
lined in the contingency plans prepared by assistant secretaries and other 
lower-cchelon officials would actually be needed. The Pentagon Papers 
indicate that on some important occasions the dire forecasts were simply ig¬ 
nored. In the late fall of 1964, for example, the high hopes of President 
lolmson and his principal advisers that Operation Rolling Thunder would 
break the will of North Vietnam were evidently not diminished by the fact 
dial the entire intelligence community, according to the Department of De- 
Ioiisc study, “tended toward a pessimistic view.” About a year and a half 
Inter, the CIA repeatedly estimated that stepping up the bombing of North 
Vietnam's oil-storage facilities would not “cripple Communist military op¬ 
ium ions,” and the policy-makers were aware of this prediction. Instead of 
accepting it. however, they apparently accepted the optimistic estimates 
I mm the Pentagon, which asserted that the bombing would “bring the 
I’liemy to the conference table or cause the insurgency to wither from lack 
o| support.” Thus the Pentagon Papers do not support Ellsberg’s contention 
bui. instead, corroborate statements of the inside observers who say that 
1'iesident Johnson and his inner circle of advisers paid little attention to the 
pessimistic forecasts from experts in the government's intelligence agen- 
i ies. 

I he cogency and validity of Ellsberg’s explanation remain an open 
question. The evidence shows that even if his main arguments against the 
quagmire myth are subsequently verified by fresh evidence about the dclib- 
• odious of the policy-makers, his analysis of the major escalation decisions 
nude by die Johnson administration still leaves open the possibility that the 
Piesuleid’s advisory group made serious miscalculations and that the errors 
m»se from group pressures of the type postulated by the groupthink hy- 
I uuliesis. Hllsberg's impressive case that the policy-makers gave high prior- 
■ h n> the decision rule “this is not the year to allow a red flag to rise over 
biig.*n“ may prove to be well substantiated, but the evidence may also 
Iimw dial Johnson's inner circle used this rule in just the way that a group 
iilb-iiug 1 11>111 pii 'iipi h111 f uses anv slimed ideological slogan or stereotype. 

I hi dim uiDie I llsbeip's own unique ol die quagmire mylii presents a nuni- 
I •• i i 'I »ibsei \ .i 1 1« ms .i ml mlri em i*s ei uu ei limp ei i m s ol pulp men t. overop- 
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timism, and wishful thinking that are essentially the same as those con 
tained in reports made by inside observers who were located in the Winn 
House (James Thomson and Bill Moyers), in the Department of Defem* 
(Townsend Hoopes), and in the State Department (Chester Cooper) durinr 
the Johnson administration. Nevertheless, the challenge posed by Ellsberp 
analysis highlights the need to postpone drawing any definitive conclusion 
until we have further evidence about what the members of the polu\ 
making group believed and what they said to each other when they were d»- 
liberating about their escalation decisions. 


Major sources of error 

James Thomson, Jr., a historian who was a member of McGeorge linn 
dy’s staff in the White House, has attempted to explain the poor qualiis «>i 
the escalation decisions, which he calls “Lyndon Johnson’s slow-motion 
Bay of Pigs.’* He addresses himself to the paradox that although the mem 
bers of the policy-making group had all the attributes of well-qualified and 
well-intentioned leaders—sound training, high ability, and humanitarian 
ideals—they persistently ignored the major consequences of practical^ .d! 
their Vietnam War policy decisions. They repeatedly gave in to pressme- 
for a military rather than a diplomatic or political solution; they took link 
account of the destructive impact of their policies on the Vietnamese pet. 
pie, whom they were supposedly helping; they badly bungled or sabotaind 
every opportunity to negotiate disengagement of the United States from \ i 
etnam. What could cause a group of responsible policy-makers to persist m 
a course of action that was producing so much suffering to the people ol Yi 
etnam and so much havoc within their own nation? 

In attempting to answer this question, Thomson discusses a large mini 
ber of causal factors. Some are historical and political considerations, sm It 
as institutional constraints in the State Department against sponsoring poll 
cies that could be construed as “soft on communism” in the Far East: iln-.i 
were the legacy of America’s Asia policy of the 1950s. Thomson also point. 
out that the policy advisory group was insulated from political expertise in 
the government and, as the Vietnam decisions progressively involved inon 
and more military force, it was essential for the policy-makers to consuli 
more and more with military experts, who almost always proposed eseal.ii 
ing the war. Still, being exposed to strong pressures from the military esi.ih 
lishment should not necessarily cause high-level civilians who preside «*\n 
their country's foreign policy to move consistently in the direction of mih 
tary escalation. Surely hardheaded policy-makers in the Johnson admiin. 
tration could raise critical questions, insist on lull political brielinj's. assr* 
the unfortunate consequences ol military escalation, and wink out aliem.i 



I satiation of the Vietnam War 


113 


„vc ways of settling the problems of United States involvement in Vietnam. 
What happened to the critical evaluators, the doubters, the dissenters? 

I liomson answers this crucial question, again on the basis of his personal 
observations and experiences within the White House, by citing a number 
nf psychological factors that he believes influenced decision-making by the 
.•roup of men who shaped America's Vietnam policy. He lists about two 
dozen specific factors, which can be classified into six major categories: (1) 
excessive time pressures, (2) bureaucratic detachment, (3) stereotyped views 
11 | Communists and Orientals, (4) overcommitment to defeating the enemy, 
(M domestication of dissenters, and (6) avoidance of opposing views. I shall 

II y to show how Thomson's seemingly diverse points may be brought to¬ 
gether into a single psychological explanation by giving an interpretation in 
tci ins of the groupthink hypothesis. 


Applying the groupthink hypothesis 


Because we do not yet have well-authenticated details of the way the 
h resident and his inner circle carried out their policy deliberations from 
l«>f)4 to 1968, the available observations must be used mainly to point up 
ilie new questions that need to be answered in order to determine whether 
ihe groupthink hypothesis offers at least a partial explanation of the ill-fated 
escalation decisions made by the Johnson administration. Thomson's ac- 
ount of the defective ways Johnson’s in-group arrived at its Vietnam policy 
decisions are fairly well corroborated by other inside observers (Cooper, 

I loopes, and Moyers) and hint at small-group processes. But neither I hom- 
«,«mi nor any other observer explicitly discusses any aspect of group dy¬ 
namics (except for the few sentences quoted from Bill Moyers concerning 
ilie group’s tendency to seek consensus instead of debating the issues). 

I limnson confines his discussion to two different types of causes, both of 
vs Inch may have played an important role in the Vietnam escalation policy, 
t me type involves the sociological features of the large organization 'the 
uncial patterns and pressures that arise in a government bureacracy. The 
nthci type pertains to individual psychology, focusing on the way the indi- 
vulmd decision-maker reacts to the tasks and pressures imposed upon him. 

I >.» ill esc two types of causal factors tell the whole story? 

The groupthink hypothesis, when added to the sociological and the in- 
d,s nliwtl psychological factors, may contribute a more complete explanation 
i lh | may help us understand how and why the various patterns of behavior 
i,bed bv Thomson became dominant reactions. The groupthink hy- 
I•,iiltt'sis caii encompass the psychological factors he discusses but points to 
, . till nc ul source of trouble from that of explanations focusing either on the 
i>me.meiatie oicam/.ilion or on the individual. Kalliei than assuming that 

L 1 
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each policy-maker is responding to the demands of the bureaucracy and i«* 
other pressures in his own way and that it so happens that each of them 
ends up by becoming detached, biased, overcommitted to his past decision 
and prone to ignore challenging intelligence reports, we shall pursue tin 
possibility that the commonality of the responses of the key policy-makei 
may arise from their interaction in a small group, which generates mum 
that all the members strive to live up to. 


Effects of stress on group cohesiveness 

'The first factor derived from Thomson’s analysis—excessive iim< 
pressure—is likely to affect the mental efficiency of any individual, whetln > 
he is functioning alone or in a group. Time pressure is, of course, one ol th< 
sources of stress that besets any group of executives in a crisis, especially ii 
the members are required to take prompt action when they are confront.-. I 
with contradictory political pressures from many different interested p.n 
ties. Whenever a decision has to be made that vitally affects the security ..i 
his nation, the government executive is likely to undergo a variety of sew i* 
stresses. He realizes that a great deal is at stake for his country and fin lie 
rest of the world and that it also may be a crucial moment in his pci son .1 
career. If he chooses the wrong course of action, he may lose his status, t.i.. 
public humiliation, and suffer a profound loss of self-esteem. These poll 1 u .1 
and personal threats can have a cumulative effect, especially when the J« 
eision-maker is under constant time pressure and has little opportunity 1. 
study even the most important proposals. (Washington buream. 1 u 
quipped that the reason McNamara looked so good, in comparison 1 *> 1 1 1 • 
others who participated in the White House meetings, was that the l-m 
drive from the Pentagon gave him eight extra minutes to do his homewml 
in the back of his limousine.) All members of a government policy-mnkin • 
group share these common sources of stress whenever they have to make .m 
important foreign policy decision. Even if the President alone is olluull 
responsible, each of his close advisers knows that if the group makes a \< u 
ous error and the prestige of the administration is badly damaged. e\, 1 
member may in one way or another be held accountable. Any mem bn ..1 
the inner circle might become a scapegoat and be pilloried bv invcstip.iim 
committees or the news media. The members of Johnson's advisory p.m) 
were subjected to a mounting spiral of severe stress as the ihreuts ul puMi> 
humiliation and loss of prestige gradually began to materialize. 

Field studies of infantry platoons, air crews, and disaster enniml ir.m 
bear out the findings ol soeial psvehologienl experiments with miIK-jt n 
denis l lint show that external sourees .'I stiess pii.dmv .1 tu-ii'lilt-nr.l n< 

I oi a ll i 1 1 a I ion In I u 11 s 1 ■> I ei isi s. a 11.1tt1t.il Init It m \ . 111 m s .11111 m e 11 1 . • 1 1 . 
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assed members of a preestablished group to meet together more often and 
to communicate more than ever with each other, to find out what the others 
know about the dancers confrontimi them, to exchange ideas about how the 

w u 

threats might best be dealt with, and to gain reassurance. The heightened 
need for affiliation, which leads to greater dependency upon one’s primary 
work group and increased motivation lo adhere to the group’s norms, can 
have beneficial effects on morale and stress tolerance. But the increase in 
1'ioup cohesiveness will have adverse effects if it leads, as the groupthink 
hypothesis predicts, to an increase in concurrence-seeking at the expense of 
u ideal thinking. An executive committee like Johnson’s Tuesday Lunch 
(I roup would be expected to show both the positive and the negative effects 
of increased cohesiveness during periods of crisis. 

We can view the excessive time pressures described by Thomson as a 
t.uisnl factor that adversely affects the quality of the policy-makers' de- 
i isions in at least two different ways. First, overwork and fatigue generally 
impair each decision-maker’s mental efficiency and judgment, interfering 
with his ability to concentrate on complicated discussions, to absorb new 
information, and to use his imagination to anticipate the future conse¬ 
quences of alternative courses of action. (This is a matter of individual psy- 
i liology and is the aspect emphasized by Thomson.) The additional aspect 
i»• be considered is this: Excessive lime pressure is a source of stress that, 
along with the even more severe sources of stress that generally arise in a 
tiisis. will have the effect of inducing a policy-making group to become 
iimre cohesive and more likely to indulge in groupthink. Thus, in order to 
pursue the groupthink hypothesis, we are led to raise this question: Did the 
i non i hers of Johnson’s advisory group display signs of an increase in group eohe- 
\naiesx and a corresponding increase in manifestations of concurrence-seeking 
dm mg crisis periods, when they had relatively little time off from tlteir jobs'/ We 
lull return to this question shortly. 


I 1 loots of commitment to prior group 
i Looisions 

Bureaucratic detachment and stereotyped views of Communists and 
V.iaux involve attitudes that affect the deliberations preceding each new de- 

• imm. From the beginning, most members of Johnson’s inner circle prob- 
■ bl\ shared similar ideological viewpoints on basic issues of foreign policy 
mil domestic politics. 1 lowever. all of them probably did not start with the 

• me attitude of detachment toward the human suffering inflicted by the 

• ii and the same unsophisticated stereotypes concerning world eommu- 

• H in and the peoples of the Orient. As a historian. Thomson was shocked 
' • n di/e the extent to uliuli eiudelv pi opagandislic conceptions entered 
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press such considerations but, rather, would take the lead in setting a new 
fashion for using a humanizing vocabulary that bolsters the new group 
norm . 2 

Additional historical evidence is obviously needed in order to pursue 
the suggestion that the attitude of detachment toward the victims of war 
and the stereotyped conceptions of the North Vietnamese Communists 
expressed by Johnson’s Tuesday Lunch Group might be interpreted as 
symptoms of groupthink. Among the main questions to be answered are 
(hose having to do with when, in the sequence of decisions, these adverse at¬ 
titudes were manifested by most or all members of the group. Were attitudes 
of detachment and stereotyped views of Communists and Asians expressed rela¬ 
tively rarely by members of the in-group before their first major decisions to es¬ 
calate the war? Does the emergence of a dehumaniz ing vocabulary and stereo¬ 
typed terms in the group's discussions fit the pattern of a subsidiary group norm 
that follows the militaristic decisions the members had previously agreed upon? 

Overcommitment to defeating the enemy—another factor described by 
I liomson—involves a well-known human weakness that makes it hard for 
anyone to correct the errors he has made in the past. The men in Johnson’s 
inner circle, according to Thomson, ultimately convinced themselves that 
the Vietnam War was of crucial significance for America’s future—a con- 
viclion that grew directly out of their own explanations and justifications. It 
became essential to the policy-makers to continue the costly and unpopular 
war, Thomson surmises, because they had said it was essential. Instead of 
i(.‘evaluating their policy in response to clear-cut setbacks, their energetic 
proselytizing led them to engage in “rhetorical escalation” that matched the 
military escalation, deepening their commitment to military victory rather 
than a political solution through negotiation with the government of North 
Vietnam. The members of Johnson’s inner circle, accord ini: to another in- 
side observer, remained “united both in their conviction about the rightness 
nt present policy and the fact that all were implicated in the major [escala¬ 
tion | decisions since 1964 .” 

We know that most individuals become heavily ego-involved in main- 
laming their commitment to any important decision for which they feel at 
least partly responsible. Once a decision-maker has publicly announced the 
< nurse of action he has selected, he is inclined to avoid looking at evidence 
«»l the unfavorable consequences. He tries to reinterpret setbacks as victo- 
nes. to invent new arguments to convince himself and others that he made 
the right decision, clinging stubbornly to unsuccessful policies long after 
••vcr\one else can see that a change is needed. Each policy-maker, whether 
lie has made the crucial decisions by himself or as a member of a group, is 
i In is motivated to perpetuate his past errors—provided, of course, that his 
nose ik not rubbed in inescapable evidence. 

I ike altitudes of detachment and derogatory stereotypes, the tendency 
a* ircoirmiii oneself to pi lor decisions can be greatly augmented by social 
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pressures that arise within a cohesive group. From time to time, setbacks m 
duce a policy-maker to doubt the wisdom of past decisions in which he h.i 
participated. But what a man does about his doubts, if he is a member ol ,m 
in-group of policy-makers, depends in large part on the norms of the «roup 
If the members agree that loyally to their group and its goals requiresngm 
ous support of the group’s primary commitment to open-minded scrutim of 

g s. to ad ni 1 1 errors (as in a group committed i. 
the ideals of scientific research), the usual psychological tendency to recoin 
mil themselves to their past decisions after a setback can give way to a can 
ful reappraisal of the wisdom of their past judgments. The group norm n> 
such a case inclines them to compare their policy with alternative courses «*i 
action and may lead them to reverse their earlier decisions. On the oihu 
hand, if, as often happens, the members feci that loyalty to the group n 
quires unwavering support of the group’s past policy decisions. The nsu.il 
psychological tendency to bolster past commitments is reinforced. I •>! 
lowing a series of escalation decisons. every member is likely to insist ilui 
the same old military drumbeat is the right one and that sooner or lain 
everyone who matters will want to be in step with it. 

Did President Johnson's group of policy-makers show signs of adhering /.- ,i 
norm requiring {he members to continue supporting the group's past escalation 
decisions? Many of the characteristics mentioned by Thomson and mho 
observers suggest a positive answer. In elaborating on the group's comum 
ment to ils past decisions. Thomson describes the group’s lendencx i»* 
evolve a set of shared rationalizations to justify the militant Vietnam polu . 
He mentions a closely related symptom that also carries a strong taini »>i 
groupthink—mutual agreement to rewrite recent history in a wa\ ilui 
would justify the Vietnam escalation policy: 


another result of Vietnam decision-making has been the abuse and disun¬ 
ion of history. Vietnamese, Southeast Asian, and Far Eastern history lias 
been rewritten by our policy-makers, and their spokesmen, to conform 
with the alleged necessity of our presence in Vietnam. Highly dubious 
analogies from our experience elsewhere—the “Munich” sellout and “con 
tain ment” from Europe, the Malayan insurgency and the Korean W;u 
from Asia—have been imported in order to justify our actions. And moir 
recent events have been fitted to the Procrustean bed of Vietnam. Most 
notably, the change of power in Indonesia in 1965-1966 has been ascribed 
to our Vietnam presence; and virtually all progress in the Pacific region 
the rise of regionalism, new forms of cooperation, the mounting growl 1 1 
rates—has been similarly explained. The Indonesian allegation is undouhi 
edly false (I tried to prove it. during six months of careful invcsiigniion ai 
the White House, and had to confess failure); the regional alienation r\ 
patently unprovahle in either direction. 

We cannot avoid recollecting how |hc btiio.uu oils in <)iwcl!\ I'/.sj 
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ceptable to those who remembered what really happened by requiring all 
loyal followers of Big Brother to practice “doublethink'’—knowing and at 
(he same time not knowing the truth. How did the policy-makers in the 
Johnson administration handle this problem within their own ranks? Were 
the insiders who could not accept the new rationalized version of East Asian his¬ 
tory silenced by the rest of the group? 


Conformity pressures 


Similar questions need to be answered about the way in which the pol¬ 
icy-makers handled the “loyal opposition,” the government officials, Viet¬ 
nam experts, and Congressmen who were arguing in favor of the alternative 
policy of negotiating a peace settlement. Did the members of Johnson’s pol¬ 
icy-making group consider the eminent members of their own political 
parly who advocated alternative policies to be transmitters of potentially 
important ideas about how the problems of Vietnam might be solved? Or 
did they gravitate toward the groupthink view that advocates of a negotiated 
grace were disloyal and had to be kept out of their high counsels? Did they pri¬ 
vately brand the leading doves as despicable “ isolationists ’' who were a threat to 
I mcrican security? 


We can see from the foregoing questions that from the standpoint of a 
pionpthink interpretation, the phenomena resulting from the group’s com¬ 
mitment to its past policy decisions include the remaining types of factors 
traded from Thomson’s analysis—domestication of dissenters and avoid - 
nice of opposing view's from critics inside and outside the government. 
Until of these may be manifestations of a group process involving a con¬ 
stant striving for homogeneous beliefs and judgments among all members 

• •I the in-group, in line with their past commitments. Striving for consensus, 
which helps the members achieve a sense of group unity and esprit de corps, 
i\ of course, the psychological basis for all the symptoms of groupthink. 

We learn from Thomson that during the Johnson administration every- 
"iio m lhe hierarchy, including every senior official, was subjected to con- 
t*• i m 1 1 y pressures, which took the form of making those who openly ques¬ 
tioned the escalation policy the butt of an ominous epithet: “1 am afraid 
h« \ losing his effectiveness.” This “effectiveness trap”—the threat of being 

• *i it in led a “has been” and losing access to the seats of power—inclines its 
'n inns to suppress or lone down their criticisms. In a more subtle way, it 
makes .my member who starts to voice his misgivings ready to retreat to a 
<‘tnuiglv acquiescent position in the presence of quizzical facial expres- 
i"ii\ and crisp reioris from perturbed associates and superiors. 

I Imnisoii also informs us that timing Johnson’s administration, wlien- 
• i ineinhei.s ol the in group began lo express doubts as some of them 

• « i lamlv did 11 it* y weic Mealed m a i.ilhet sla ndai di/etl was that dice- 
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lively “domesticated” them through subtle social pressures. The dissent* t 
was made to feel at home, providing he lived up to two restrictions: in a 
that he did not voice his doubts to outsiders and thus play into the hand*. <•! 
the opposition; and second, that he kept his criticisms within the bounds m 
acceptable deviation, not challenging any of the fundamental assumption 
of the group’s prior commitments. One “domesticated dissenter” was I till 
Moyers, a close adviser of President Johnson. When Moyers arrived ai 
meeting, Thomson tells us, the President greeted him with, “Well. Im* 
comes Mr. Stop-the-Bombing.” Undersecretary of State George Ball. wh*- 
became a critic of the escalation decisions, was similarly domesticated l<*i ■ 
time and became known as “the inhou.se devil’s advocate on Vietnam 
From time to time he was encouraged to “speak his piece . . . and ih*-i* 
was minimal unpleasantness.” The upshot, Thomson says, was thai "tin 
club remained intact.” 

From the standpoint of reducing tension and bolstering morale wuhm 
“the club,” the subtle domestication process may work well, both foi th. 
dissenter and for the rest of the group. The nonconformist can feel that In- i 
still accepted as a member in good standing. Unaware of the extent i*. 
which he is being influenced by the majority, he has the illusion that In- i 
free to speak his mind. If on occasion he goes too far, he is warned al»<mi 
his deviation in an affectionate or joking way and is reminded onl\ nidi 
rectly of his potentially precarious status by the labels the others give him 
(“Mr. Stop-the-Bombing,” “our favorite dove”). The others in the group .1 
Thomson says, feel satisfied about giving full consideration to the opposing 
position and can even pat themselves on the back for being so demon.m. 
about tolerating open dissent. Nevertheless, the domesticated disscnici o 
peatedly gets the message that there is only a very small piece of critical u 1 
ritory he can tread safely and still remain a member in good standing 11 < 
knows that if he is not careful he will reach the boundary beyond which In 
risks being branded as having lost his “effectiveness.” 

In this connection, we wonder why two of the domesticated dissent* 1 
within Johnson’s in-group—George Ball and Bill Moyers— unexpected! \ 
resigned from their posts and left Washington in 1966 . A similar c|uc\i«'n 
arises about the departure of McGeorge Bundy in 1967 and Robert Mi N.i 
mara in 1968 . Did these men leave for purely personal reasons that li.nl 
nothing to do with their criticisms of the escalation policy? Were lhc\ p* 1 
haps fired by President Johnson—without the consent of his oilier ad\r.* 1 
—because he was dissatisfied with their work or because he was olfended h, 
their criticisms? Or was the departure of any of these formerly domesihum •/ 
dissenters a result of a group process, involving collective pressures front moo >>> 
all other members of the in-group because of violations of a group norm th . 
taboo against challenging the war policies to which the group hod prcvi»m\h 
committed itself ? If die evidence points U> an alfumalive .mswei In die I t 1 
question, indicating dial one or moic o! the dissenti is became casii.dtn • • 1 



I'lc.Mtleni Johnson conferring with one of his closest aides, Bill 
.Moyers, who was one of the domesticated dissenters on the 
Vietnam War within Johnson’s inner circle. 
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group pressures, we shall have some strong support for the groupthink In 
pothesis. 

These are not rhetorical questions. Several alternative hypotheses could 
account for the departure of the domesticated dissenters. The groupthink 
hypothesis, though one plausible explanation, cannot yet be evaluated .i>. 
being more valid than (for example) the possibility that the President got ml 
of these men not as the leader acting on behalf of the group but sold) mi 
his own initiative, without the support of the majority of his close adviser. 
Jt is even conceivable that the inner circle was split into factions and that a 
coalition of (for example) the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Walt Rostow won 
the support of the President at the expense of an opposing faction that u.is 
pushing for deescalation. We cannot expect to be in a position to evaluate 
the applicability of the groupthink hypothesis to the handling of disscnicm 
among Johnson’s advisers until more candid observations become available 
from the men who left the group and from the core insiders such as John 
son, Rusk, Rostow, Wheeler, and Helms. Even more valuable would be dc 
tailed minutes of their meetings, specifying who said what about each of i In- 
issues raised by the domesticated dissenters. In the meantime, we have iu 
make do with the observations already at hand. 


The ways of a transgressor: exit Robert 
McNamara 

Fortunately, a detailed account has been published of how Secretarv «»l 
Defense McNamara was precipitously removed from his position as I In- 
second most-powerful member of the Johnson administration. The sioi\ 
conies from Townsend Hoopes, whose position as undersecretary of the An 
Force brought him in frequent contact with McNamara during the Sour 
tary’s last months in office. Hoopes was in a position to make firsthand *d* 
servations of events at the Pentagon, but, regrettably, he does not inform u- 
about his sources of information concerning what McNamara and oihei 
said at high-level meetings of the President’s advisory group, in which tin 
undersecretary was not a participant, if Hoopes' statements prove to be .u 
curate, we shall be led to conclude that McNamara was a domestic:!led di 
senter who. despite desperate attempts to remain a loyal member <>l John 
son’s team, was eliminated from the government because his repe.iUd 
efforts to bring about a policy change in the direction of dcescalation <»l iIm 
V ietnam War could not be tolerated by what 1 loupes calls the “gaihcr mg -a 
homogeneous hawks.” 

In the spring ol l l K>7, ncvoidim: lo I Inopcs. ilio imua gioup ol .ubr.ti 
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was nearly unanimous in supporting the Vietnam War policy, the one dis¬ 
senter being McNamara. The book on the Pentagon Papers prepared by 
The New York Times contains a considerable amount of documentary evi¬ 
dence of McNamara’s dissent: 

Mr. McNamara’s disillusionment with the war has been reported previ¬ 
ously, but the depth of his dissent from established policy is fully docu¬ 
mented for the first time in the Pentagon study, which he commissioned on 
June 17, 1967. 

The study details how this turnabout by Mr. McNamara—originally a 
leading advocate of the bombing policy and, in 1965, a confident believer 
that American intervention would bring the Vietcong insurgency under 
control—opened a deep policy rift in the Johnson Administration. 

The study does not specifically say, however, that his break with es¬ 
tablished policy led President Johnson to nominate him on November 28, 

1967, as president of the World Bank and to replace him as Secretary of 
Defense. 

There arc many indications that throughout the spring of 1967 McNa¬ 
mara went through considerable turmoil after he had concluded that the 
others in the group were vvrong in assuming that the North Vietnamese 
could be bombed into coming to the negotiating table. According to some 
reports, supposedly originating with his wife, he was “at war with himself’ 
.ind up half the night trying to decide what he ought to do. 

A highly revealing episode occurred shortly after McNamara had pre¬ 
sented some impressive facts about the ineffectiveness of the bombings to j 
Senate investigating committee. President Johnson was displeased by 
McNamara’s statement and made bitter comments about his giving this in¬ 
formation to the Senators. The President complained to one Senator, “that 
military genius, McNamara, has gone dovish on me.” To someone on his 
stall' in the White House, the President spoke more heatedly, accusing the 
Secretary of Defense of playing right into the hands of the enemy, on the 
pounds that his statement would increase Hanoi’s bargaining power. “Ven¬ 
ting his annoyance to a member of his staff, he drew the analogy of a man 
Hying to sell his house, while one of the sons of the family went to the pro¬ 
spective buyer to point out that there were leaks in the basement.” This line 
ol thought strongly suggests that in his own mind Johnson regarded his in- 
poup of policy advisers as a family and its leading dissident member as an 
uiesponsible son who was sabotaging the family’s interests. Underlying this 
ie\ealing imagery seem to be two implicit assumptions that epitomize 
pouplhink: We arc a good group, so any deceitful acts we perpetrate are 
lulls |ii.stilied. Anyone in the group who is unwilling to distort the truth to 
help us is disloyal. 

I loopes describes how with each passing month McNamara was gradu- 
ill\ eased nut ol his powerful position, finding himself less and less wel- 
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come at the White House, until finally he was removed from his high oilier 
in “a fast shuffle” by the President, who was “confident that he would go 
quietly and suffer the indignity in silence.” Once McNamara was removal 
from the group, Hoopes concludes, the members could once again enjo\ 
complete unity and relatively undisturbed confidence in the soundness ul 
their war policy. During the months following McNamara's nonvolunlars 
departure, increasing numbers of intelligence specialists and other experts 
were urging a reappraisal on the basis of new evidence following the sm 
prise Tet offensive by the supposedly defeated Vietcong in early 1968. Bui 
according to Hoopes, the in-group, having become temporarily homogcur 
ous once again, avoided calling them in for consultations and apparentK 
did not study their reports. 

The members’ sense of confidence may have been maintained for .1 
time by Rostow’s effective mindguarding, which went far beyond the call <>1 
duty. Hoopes claims that during the last year of Johnson’s administration 
as discontent with the Vietnam War was growing throughout America ami 
even within the military bureaucracy, Rostow cleverly screened the inflow 
of information and used his power to keep dissident experts away from the 
White House. This had the intended effect of preventing the President ami 
some of his advisers from becoming fully aware of the extent of disaffection 
with the war and of the grounds for it. The group managed to discount ;ill 
the strong pressures from prestigious members of their own political p;irt\ 
and even from former members of the White House group (such a-, 
McGeorge Bundy) until after a new member of the Tuesday Lunch Group 
—Clark Clifford, who replaced McNamara as Secretary of Defense —lines 
pectedly became convinced of the soundness of the deescalation position 
(Clifford had been brought in as a dependable hawk who would res loir 
unity to the group.) Relatively unhampered by loyalties to the old group 
Clifford reported to Hoopes and the rest of his revitalized staff at the Pen 
tagon that at the daily meetings on Vietnam in the White House he was out 
numbered 8 to 1. But Clifford fought hard and well, according to Hoopes 
During this period other powerful influences may also have been at work m 
induce Secretary of State Rusk and others in the group to take account, be 
latedly, of the numerous persuasive reasons for modifying their policy.' ’I hr 
transformation culminated in the unprecedented speech from the White 
House on March 31, 1968, when, with tears in his eyes. President Johnson 
announced that he was deescalating the war in Vietnam and would not seel, 
reelection. 

If Hoopes’ account of the way McNamara and other nonconformist-, 
were dealt with is corroborated by subsequent testimony from other olvsnv 
ers and by documentary records, wc shall have strong evidence that, at Ir.r.i 
during the last half of 1967, the failure of Johnson’s 111 -group to take . 1 . 
count of the growing signs that its Vietnam policy reqimal dinstie revision 
was a product ol gronpllimk. 1 he hypothesis leads us in ask question 
about olhci symptoms ot gioiiplhmk. such as stn \ mp |<u 1111.1 ninn ms ,ipus 
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merit and willingness to take serious risks on the basis of a shared illusion of 
invulnerability. 

J 


Unanimity within the group 

In the Pentagon Papers, the Department of Defense analysts say that 
“from the September [1964] meeting forward, there was little basic disagree¬ 
ment among the principals [the term the study uses for the senior policy¬ 
makers] on the need for military operations against the North.” Lyndon B. 
Johnson, however, says in his memoirs that sometimes there were marked 
disagreements among his advisers. But the instances he describes seem lim¬ 
ited to periods when more than one member of the group was proposing a 
temporary halt in the bombing as a move toward peace. For example, at a 
meeting on December 18, 1965, when McNamara, Rusk, and Bundy argued 
for a bombing pause in order to pursue Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin’s pro¬ 
posal for diplomatic discussions with Hanoi, the military men and others 
gave opposing arguments that were ‘‘equally persuasive,” according to 
Johnson, and it was “another of those 51 —49 decisions that . . . keep [the 
President] awake late at night.” In contrast, Johnson emphasizes the unani¬ 
mous agreement of the group in his descriptions of six meetings at which 
major escalation decisions were recommended—on September 9, 1964: 
February 6 and 8, 1965; July 27, 1965; January 31, 1966; and September 28, 
1967. On the last of these dates, for example, the issue was whether to speed 
deployment of American troops to Vietnam, as requested by General West¬ 
moreland. Johnson’s only comment is, “All my advisers agreed that we 
should carry out this acceleration.” 

Henry Graff, when interviewing members of the Tuesday Lunch 
(Jroup, was impressed by the repeated emphasis on unanimity expressed by 
each of them. George Ball, when asked in 1966 about his opposition to 
bombing North Vietnam, took pains to affirm his basic agreement with the 
rest of the group. “The one thing we have to do,” Ball resolutely told Graff, 
“is to win this damned war.” He added that until the commitment of a large 
number of troops was made six months earlier, other options may have 
been open, but now “there is no longer any useful argument to be made 
ii bout current policies.” Ball seems to have become so domesticated at the 
time of the interview that we can hardly believe he was still a dissenter. 

Confidence in ultimate victory despite repeated setbacks and failures 
was another theme in the interviews. For example, in January 1968 Rostow 
told his fellow-historian with complete certainty, “History will salute us.” 
< >n this point. Graff’s interviews bear out an admission made by Bill 
Moyers af ter he had resigned from his post in the While House: “There was 
a confidence.” Moyers said, “it was never bragged about, it was just there— 
a icsidne. pei Imps of the confrontation over the missiles in Cuba—that 
when the chips were irally down, the other people would fold.” 
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Overlooking the risks 

I lie Department of Defense study, in disagreement with Elisha/ 

claim that the administration was never optimistic when major .. 

decisions were made, indicates that the members of the policy-makm 
group were overoptimistic about defeating North Vietnam by means > i 
bombing raids during 1964 and early 1965. In the book on the Pentagon I'a 
pers published by The New York Times, Neil Sheehan's summary of the I >■ 
fense Department study states that in November 1964 the air war again i 
North Vietnam was expected “to last two to six months, during win. h 
Hanoi was apparently expected to yield." Despite momentary periods .■! 
pessimism and gloom about setbacks, according to Chester Cooper, a pii.n 
deal of overoptimism was manifested from 1964 up until the last seui.il 
months of the Johnson administration: 

The optimistic predictions that flowered from time to time . . . reflected 
genuinely held beliefs. While occasional doubts crossed the minds of some, 
perhaps all [senior policy-makers], the conviction that the war would end 
“soon" and favorably was clutched to the breast like a child's security 
blanket. Views to the contrary were not favorably received. . . . We 
thought we could handle Vietnam without any noticeable effect on mu 
economy or society. . . . 

Because the war was likely to be over “soon,” there was also a rehu 
tance to make any substantial changes in the bureaucratic structure. Tlu-ir 
would be no special institutional arrangements for staffing the war, for mi 
plementing or following up decisions. 

We know, of course, that Johnson’s Tuesday Lunch Group did nm 
have a carefree attitude about the dangers of extending the Vietnam W.n m 
the point where China or Russia might become directly involved. Dmn 
certain periods, especially before 1966, the members were so keenly aw,n. 
of the vulnerability of America’s forces in Vietnam and of the possible fill 
of the government of South Vietnam that they wanted to avoid engaymr m 
peace negotiations for fear of having little or no bargaining powu. 11»« 
members of the group continued to be aware of the precariousness ol Somli 
Vietnam’s cooperation with America’s anti-Communist efforts tliiouj-lu-ie 
the entire Johnson administration. Thus it certainly cannot be said that th* 
maintained grossly overoptimistic illusions about the overall security ol tIn 
American military enterprise in Vietnam. Yet at times there may Imv I•«. 
a more limited type of illusion that inclined the policy-makers to be willm 
to take long-shot gambles. Many observations suggest that the group «-\p. 
rienced some temporary lapses in realism about the grave malenal, p>>1 111 
cal, and moral risks ol escalation. I hc lapses weic caused by slimed ilfli 
sions that “everything will go mir way, none of the ilaupeis will seii<>u I 
a fleet us.” 
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Observations bearing directly on the risky decisions made by Johnson’s 
Tuesday Lunch Group during 1966 are reported by David Kraslow and 
Smart Loorv, two well-known journalists who made a careful study of the 
public record of the Vietnam War and interviewed more than forty United 
Slates officials who knew something about the inside story. In their account 
.*1 what went on behind the scenes when Johnson’s Tuesday Lunch Group 
was making its crucial decisions, we can identify many clear indications of 
a sense of unwarranted complacency about the ultimate success of the 
group's chosen policy. If their account proves to be substantially verified by 
subsequent historical analysis, it will raise a number of additional questions 
concerning the role of groupthink in the policy-makers’ willingness to take 
extreme risks with regard to provoking an all-out war with China and Rus¬ 
sia, presumably on the basis of a shared assumption that events were bound 
in come out the way they hoped. 

Throughout 1966 the Tuesday Lunch Group was primarily concerned 
about selecting bombing targets in North Vietnam. Kraslow and Loory de~ 
m 11 be how the group attempted to evaluate every proposed target by fol¬ 
lowing a special procedure, which the members felt would enable them to 
lake account of all the relevant criteria: 

As a result of all the staff work in the Pentagon and at the Stale Depart¬ 
ment, the authorization requests for each target were reduced to a single 
sheet of paper—a kind of report card—on which the suggested strikes were 
described in summary. Each individual sheet contained a checklist for four 
items: 

1. The military advantage of striking the proposed target. 

2. The risk of American aircraft and pilots in a raid. 

J. The danger that the strike might widen the war by forcing other 
countries into the fighting. 

•1 flie danger of heavy civilian casualties. 

Ai the Tuesday lunch. President Johnson and his advisers worked over 
each of the target sheets like schoolteachers grading examination papers, 
l acli of the men graded each of the targets in the four categories. 

The decisions were made on the basis of averaged-out grades. . . . 

In this manner the President and his principal advisers, working over 
a lunch table in the White House, showed their intense concern with indi¬ 
vidual road junctions, clusters of trucks and structures down to small 
buildings in a land thousands of miles away. Their obvious concern lent 
pi cal weight to the contention that never has more care been taken in 
making -mrc Ihat. limited war-making objectives were not being exceeded. 

I >ul the group’s ritualistic adherence to a standardized procedure for 

• ha ting targets- induce the members to feel justified in their destructive way 

• i dealing with the Vietnamese people? After all, the danger of heavy civil- 
»i i iMialtics hum United Stales air attacks was being taken into account 

• » then «luvkliM.s Did they allow the averaging to obscure the fact that 

»* i_ c. 
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they were giving the greatest weight to military objectives, with retail w h 
little regard for humanitarian considerations or for political effects ih.n 
could have serious consequences for United States national security? />/.. 
the members of the group shore the illusion that they were being vigilant ah>>u> 
all aspects of United States policy in Vietnam , while confining their effort \ til 
most solely to the routines of selecting bombing targets? 

The great need for vigilance, of course, derived from the danger Mini » 
bombing attack would provoke Russia or China to transform the Vietnam 
War into the third world war. Although this risk was on the memh* i 
checklist, on at least one occasion, according to Kraslow and Loory, tin 
consideration was given less importance than the supposed advantage'. <•> 
striking the target. In the late spring of 1966, the Tuesday Lunch Group an 
thorized, for the first time, the bombing of the large peiroleuni-sioi.ip 
depot in the Hanoi-Haiphong area, even though the members weie m 
formed that Soviet ships were located dangerously close to the target men m 
the harbor at Haiphong. The rationale for this risky decision was Mint ilo 
bombing might push the government of North Vietnam to begin ncgoii ■ 
tions under conditions favorable to the United States. Throughout tin 
spring of 1966, American government officials had repeatedly tried to im.i 
out if the enemy was ready to work out a peace settlement. Ambuss."Im 
Lodge reported from Saigon that he had some indications that the bomlunj 
raids and supply difficulties were creating a strong desire in Hanoi for pm. . 
talks. With this information in mind and with full awareness that Som.i 
ships might accidentally be sunk, the Tuesday Lunch Group decided Mm 
the time was ripe for a severe blow in the vicinity of the enemy’s majoi lui 
bor. This decision must have involved much more than mere wishful Mi ml 
ing about the ultimate military and political success of bombing Not Mi \ ■ 
etnam. If Kraslow and Loory are reporting accurately, all members ni ih. 
group knew the venture was precarious and could bring America !<■ Mm 
brink of war with the Soviet Union. The Defense Department analysis w h.< 
prepared the Pentagon Papers say that the execution message senl in Mi. 
commander in chief of Pacific forces was “a remarkable document, an* • i 
ing in detail to the political sensitivity of the strikes.” 

If the air attack was so politically sensitive, why was it authorized m Me 
first place? Was this decision to carry out the bombing raid ( despite the ;/\/- .•* 
provoking the Soviet Union to enter the war) based on a flimsy sense </J urn.. 
nerability shared by the members of the group while they were conferring ' 

We are not informed about how complacent or perturbed the mcuil>. i 
felt when they were making the decision, but we are told that subscqiu nil 
the leading participant, when he was alone, became deeply agitated a. I*, 
thought about the riskiness of the decision: President Johnson on Mu* mi !• 
the raid was to be executed (June 29. I960) was loo upset to sleep: 

For months afleiwaul President Johnson would tell oeeasion.il vr.Moi 

how hewomed 11 1 a I night llial (he i.nds would somehow |'o w long and an 
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l*i evident Johnson making his historic television address to the 
Million on March 31, 1968. Johnson ordered an immediate halt 
In the bombing of 90 per cent of the territory of North 
Viclnilm and challenged Ho Chi Minh “to respond positively 
oml favorably to this new step toward peace.” At the end of 
ilit* address he announced that he would not run for the 
I'lcsidency in 1968. 
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errant bomb would strike a Soviet ship in Haiphong harbor and start 
World War III. 

He worried so much that his daughter. Luci, returning home from a 
date with her fiance, Pat Nugent, urged the President to pray. She 
urged her father to seek solace in the [Catholic] church [to which she be¬ 
longed]. ... At 10:30 p.m. a waiting Dominican monk saw two black lim¬ 
ousines drive up to the entrance of the neo-Gothic building. The President, 
Mrs. Johnson, Luci and Nugent stepped out of one car; a detail of Secret 
Service men, from the other. 

The entire group entered the dim, empty church. The presidential 
party dropped to its knees and prayed silently. 

Back in the White House, the President remained awake most of the 
night, awaiting the final reports on the raids. At 4:30 a.m.. satisfied that no 
great mishap had occurred, he went to sleep. 

Did the President’s anxiety about the risks arise only when he was a ion, 
when the members of the group were not available to reassure him abmu ih. 
dangerous action they had collectively authorized? During the day or so pin ,• / 
ing the scheduled bombing (when it could have been called off) did he set ua.l, 
his deep concerns about the danger ofprovoking the outbreak of World l\\u III 
out of a sense of commitment to the group? Did he abstain from using his pteu 
dermal powers to cancel the dangerous mission or to call another meeting nj du 
gtoup to / (’consider the decision because he felt that any move toward raven, it 
might be regarded as a violation of the group's taboo against raising 
about its prior decisions? Unfortunately. Lyndon B. Johnson is less than . .m 
did in his memoirs, The Vantage Point. He makes no mention of the cpi 

sode. Perhaps these questions will be answered later in a more reveaimr In 
ography. 


Destroying the elusive flowers of peace 

Johnson does mention in his memoirs a series of abortive efforts in < n.l 
the war in Vietnam through negotiations. His comments pose some icfiu.l 
questions about the Tuesday Lunch Group's willingness to lake sciimh 
risks with regard to sabotaging peace negotiations and losing the l mh.i 
States government s credibility at home and in the world communits ( >n. 
such abortive effort described by Johnson was the Marigold plan. v\lu.h 
flee ting ly occupied the attention of United States policy-makers nmaid ih. 
end of 1966, when they were assured that Hanoi for once would not .1. 
mand a cessation of the bombings of North Vietnam until after an .*.■ i,. 
ment was reached: 


In I lie mi miner of 1 W»<> Aiiib.iss.ultn I < f .. c - 

i 

-la mis/ l.ewamlowski. ilie Polish im-mbri 


u.is .ippm.ieliril m N.np>ii k 
1 *t I he I nlei n.it h in, 1 1 ( 'i nil i • <1 
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Commission, who had just visited Hanoi. Talks began. Those exchanges, 
reported in secret cables under the code name Marigold, continued for six 
months. . . . After receiving assurance from Lodge [concerning the bomb¬ 
ing halt] ... we authorized him to tell the Polish representative on De¬ 
cember 3 that we were ready to meet with the North Vietnamese in War¬ 
saw on December 6, using the Lewandowski draft as the basis for 
discussion. . . . 

. . . [But] the North Vietnamese failed to show up for the critical 
meeting the Poles had promised to arrange in Warsaw on December 6, 

1966. 

The code name Marigold was assigned to this potential peace move by 
William P. Bundy, an assistant secretary of state in close contact with the 
policy-making members of the White House group, who was in charge of all 
Mich developments. He gave them [lower names as a satirical reference to 
'ilower children” and other supposedly disreputable elements in American 
society who stood for peace—perhaps in deference to the policy-makers’ 
mmmitment to a hard-nosed military approach in Vietnam. 

Chester Cooper, another State Department official and an active “Mar- 
ifulder," told a bitter story in his memoirs. The Lost Crusade (1970). Ae- 
uM'ding to Cooper, the Marigold peace initiative was destroyed as a result 
o| a decision by Johnson's Tuesday Lunch Group to resume bombing 
wiihin the city limits of Hanoi just when the opening sessions were being 
held in Warsaw with Polish officials who were expected to function as go- 
I mi weens with the North Vietnamese government. Essentially the same 
u y had been told two years earlier by Kraslow and Loory on the basis of 
ilieu interviews of unnamed government officials, one of whom may have 
been Chester Cooper. One small part of the story is acknowledged by John- 
•• u> in his memoirs: “The Poles claimed that the North Vietnamese had 
l.uled to appear because we had bombed targets near Hanoi two days be- 
I* *i e the suggested meeting.” Johnson argues that whether the Poles had any 
.teiiuite commitment from Hanoi was uncertain and that the bombings 
In mid not have made any difference: “If Lewandowski had reported accu- 
t tidy to Hanoi, the North Vietnamese knew perfectly well that the bomb- 
mi* would not end before the talks beaan.” What Johnson leaves out of his 
««i mi in is that United States negotiations with Polish officials continued for 
■ muc than a week after the first scheduled meeting date and that while those 
meetings were going on the United States launched two additional air at- 
inlvs against Hanoi. According to the account in the Pentagon Papers. 

I he major result of the raids close to Hanoi on Dec. 2, 4, 13 and 14—all 
•made a previously established 30-mile sanctuary around the Capital—‘was 
i" undercut what appeared to be a peace feeler from Hanoi.’” 

h'lin.son also fails to mention that he and his policy advisers had re- 
• iv* 1 1 lepe.iied warnings that renewal of the bombing would damage the 
"i-pci is o| the Mangold plan Hie warning messages came from the 
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Uniled Stales ambassador in Warsaw, from a leading Polish diploma. 
Saigon who had been instrumental in initiating the peace move, and n. 
the Italian ambassador to the United States, who was also one of the ..n 
nators of the Marigold peace plan. At the same time, a group of inllnem 
officials in the United States State Department who were deeply invoK. .1 
planning the peace talks—including Nicholas Katzenbach, acting as Sr,, 
tary of State in Rusk’s absence, and Averell Harriman, the official l tm 
States ambassador given a special mandate to seek peace—strongly n\ 
mended to the President and his key advisers that the Hanoi bombing j 
gram not be continued while the talks were going on in Warsaw. 

Cooper does not believe that the Marigold plan was deliberately \..h 
taged by Johnson and his advisers; rather, the Johnson adminisiiaii..., 
search for a way out of the war at the end of 1966 was genuine, alili.m, 
not always “whole-hearted” and “marked by groping and fumbling." » i. 
of the main reasons for tumbling this peace initiative and other negonnii... 
later on. Cooper suggests, was that Johnson's in-group was adhering i 
norm of being tough and belligerent toward the enemy, maintain!.., 
strong virile stance whenever the opportunity for a give-and-take pul.i. 
settlement arose; 

Stopping or moderating the bombing, even temporarily and even as a lop 
cal or necessary accompaniment to a diplomatic initiative was regarded .g, 
an American admission of weakness and failure. . . . It was no great mv. 

tery why, despite American protestations in favor of a political rather ih.,., 
a military solution, the North Vietnamese were wary and skeptical. And i.< 
compound their suspicions, many of Washington's plans for a "polim.il 
solution” involved, lor all practical purposes, a negotiated surrender by il„ 
North Vietnamese. 


I • M 


Perhaps the group norm of avoiding conciliatory acts that could Ik- * 
strued as signs of soilness and a lack of virility accounts for the l.u i in 
during the period when the Marigold plan was germinating, -the 
negotiations was very much a residual claimant on the time of the Pi. 
dents Tuesday Lunch group; it was the military track, and especi.illy il 
bombing targets, that virtually dominated the discussions.” 

Whether the United States policy-makers were sincere or insimu. 
their elforts to start peace talks in December 1966. they overlooked (hr l.., 
sceable consequences of their decision to bomb Hanoi at that p.-nu, ,,i 
time, when diplomats in many dilTercnt countries knew that a peace n 
was supposed to be getting under way. A number of influential fmcipu 
lomats who had worked hard to bring the contending nations to tin- p. 
table in Warsaw were astounded and spoke heatedly to Sccieta.y ( M , 
U Thant aild others in the United Nations about America's mlld.-v .! 
struction ol the I rail Mangold plan, which they had so caiclully umim. 
lor six months. I'm tlici nioic. piaUk.illy .dl high i.inking olhci.iL m n 


i< ■ 
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Italian and Polish governments knew that the first steps of the secret Mari¬ 
gold plan were being taken, for their ambassadors were functioning as me¬ 
diators. After each of the four bombings of the Hanoi area, representatives 
oi both governments expressed their shock and did not hesitate to openly 
question United States representatives about their government’s alleged sin¬ 
cerity in seeking a peaceful settlement. Thus, the Hanoi bombings had the 
Hied of inducing distrust, unnecessarily putting a strain on relations with 
llalian representatives who had been allies, and creating bitter feelings of 
alienation in the Polish government, which may have undermined years of 
I Initcd States effort to wean that country away from Soviet influence. 

Probably less embittered but no less demoralized than the foreign dip¬ 
lomats who functioned as mediators were their counterparts in the United 
Slates State Department, the officials who were given the task of pursuing 
the elusive flowers of peace. They could hardly be expected to continue to 
work assiduously on their assigned mission of trying to arrange for peace 
talks when their own urgent requests for a temporary halting of the air war 
against North Vietnam to allow the carefully planned peace negotiations to 
got under way were completely disregarded. 

Resumption of the bombings against Hanoi in December 1966 evoked 
in outcry of protest and recriminations against the United States in the 
woi Id press, which at that time still knew nothing about the peace initiative. 
Mass protest meetings were held in England and in other countries allied 
wiili the United States. Many responsible American commentators for the 
IIisi lime began to attack the United States war effort in Vietnam as sense¬ 
less. Only one month earlier President Johnson had promised, in what he 
< ailed a “declaration of peace," to try to arrange for a withdrawal of Ameri- 
i hi troops from Vietnam. Again we are reminded of Orwell’s 1984 “dou¬ 
blethink" vocabulary, in which “war is peace." Johnson’s November peace 
'tiiicincnts were not forgotten when the air war against Hanoi was resumed 
a month later. The credibility gap widened and continued to haunt the 
1'iesklenl throughout the remainder of his administration. 

If United States policy-makers sincerely intended to pursue the peace 
negotiations, their failure to call off the bombing of the Hanoi area resulted 
m i complete fiasco. It utterly ruined all chances for fulfilling that intention. 
We must await the declassification of the relevant documents before we can 

• q'crt to find out whether the group members shared the belief that they 
'm o- conscientiously pursuing opportunities for peace negotiations by 

• h uynig that their militaristic decision to step up the bombing of North Vi- 

• mam would undermine the peace talks. 

I ven if subsequent historical research were to show that United States 
I * I n s iiiukeis were insincere - for example, that they were deliberately pro¬ 
longing the war in the expectation that later they might obtain a favorable 
I*' n c settlement their decision to ignore the warnings would still have to 
!•< oiled .is loohsli because the members overlooked the undesirable politi- 
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cal consequences. They could have foreseen that all those who knew ah... 
the Marigold plan would point to United States leaders as the saboteui 
the attempted peace move because of their ill-timed bombing attacks. It th 
policy-makers were being deceitful, they should have realized that tin 
would be exposing their disreputable intentions of prolonging the war m. 
less they postponed the raids against Hanoi for a short time, until it bec.uu. 
apparent that the conferees who were trying to implement the Mam" M 
peace plan could not come to any agreement. Did the members of Juhn\<>n 
advisory group ignore the obvious risks because of their overconfidence m //.. 
military policy to which they were committed, sharing the overoptimistic h, 
that the renewed bombing attacks against Hanoi would succeed at long hen 
forcing a weakened enemy to seek peace on America's terms? 

When we consider the credibility gap in terms of the groupthink h\ 
pothesis, we are led to raise the following additional question: Did the l’i< 
dent and other members of the group make the mistake of destroying pnl^i, 
confidence in their statements about the war because they were mutualh w. ; 
porting each other in discounting mounting evidence of the failure of the /ml 
tary policy to which they had committed themselves? The plausibility oi m 
affirmative answer is suggested by Hoopes’ assertion that President Johns. i, 
repeatedly issued unwarranted, optimistic statements to the press, urn |n t 
because he was temperamentally inclined to oversell his policies bin h. 
cause he was also constantly “buoyed by the stream of glad tidings uunm. 
from his advisers.” The President, during his last year in office, accordmr i.« 
Hoopes, became 

the victim of (1) Rostow’s “selective briefings”—the time-honored ledi 
nique of underlining, within a mass of material, those particular items that 
one wishes Lo draw to the special attention of a busy chief—and (2) the vli 
mate of cozy, implicit agreement on fundamentals which had so long cltai 
actcrized discussions within the inner circle on Vietnam, where never vor. 
heard a discouraging word. 

If historical research on the Johnson administration proves I loop. i. 
be right, we shall have strong evidence that the President, like olhci m< m 
bers of the inner circle, was a victim of groupthink. But any deliniliw pi.I, 
ment of whether this conclusion is correct will have to await the ivlc.r. - ' 
secret documents from the White House files and the publication of i.iudi.i 
memoirs that provide dependable answers to the questions just posed 


Limitations of the groupthink hypothesis 

Suppose I he historical evidence supports the groupthink lupoiln , 
Will we then he led to conclude lhaf llieic was icallv nothing umnr «i'i 
I he* Johnson administration's loieum polu v low aid Souihe.isl Am.i it..- 
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• nnldn't be cured simply by avoiding group ill ink? Certainly not. Even if the 
policy-makers had not indulged in groupthink, the Vietnam War policies 
might have been essentially the same because of the political and economic 
values of the men who held power positions in the United States govern¬ 
ment. Still, it is probable that if they were indulging in groupthink they were 
prevented from becoming fully aware of the futility of their ill-conceived es- 
«a la l ion decisions and from correcting some of their most fallacious as- 
umiplions soon enough to reconsider the alternatives open to them. It is 
umccivable that group dynamic factors influenced their deliberations to 
Mich a degree that if the Johnson administration had been able to set up the 
appropriate conditions for avoiding groupthink, the policy-makers might 
have renounced some of their original war aims and might at least have be- 
»»*me willing to negotiate a peace settlement in 1966. when the Marigold 
plan was being pursued, if not earlier. 

Careful historical analysis of United States government documents and 
memoirs should sooner or later yield some definitive answers to the queries 
i a ised in this chapter. The answers might prove to be negative, of course, in 
winch case the groupthink interpretation of the Johnson administration’s 
••imr.s in its Vietnam War policies will have to be discarded. For example, 
i hr decisions may have largely reflected the influence of just one man, the 
Ihrsident himself. It seems improbable, however, that his advisers exerted 
m. real influence over him and that when they said they agreed to his policy 

• •I escalation they secretly disagreed. Men of the caliber of McNamara, 
Uusk. R os tow, and Bundy are not likely to be mere sycophants, like those 
Mu* surround a dictator, if the alleged facts, as presented by Cooper. 
Ibtnpcs, Moyers, Thomson, and other analysts, are essentially correct, it 
reins highly probable that group dynamics exerted considerable influence 

• •it the decisions of the policy-makers who escalated the war in Vietnam. 

I he Vietnam case study, even though sufficient evidence is not yet at 
h iml for evaluating alternative interpretations, shows better than any other 
ihr potential contemporary relevance of the groupthink hypothesis. It re- 
m ,ds the type of inquiries that will need to be made when the historical rec- 
"nK become more complete in order to test the validity of the groupthink 
h\ptUhcsis. The questions asked in this chapter are not those that historians 
mil political analysts typically ask. Perhaps if social scientists take seriously 
ii»« potential influence of group dynamics on high-level policy decisions, 
ih< \ will ferret out the evidence necessary to answer those questions. 
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The Cuban Missile Crisis 


A series of crucial policy decisions that provides an extraordinary couniei 
point to the Bay of Figs decision was made in October 1962, during the his 
toric thirteen days of the Cuban missile crisis. This crisis has been refened 
to as “the most critical in our nation’s history” and “the greatest dangct i»i 
catastrophic war since the advent of the nuclear age.” The policy-making 
group included most of the same key men who participated in the Ba\ <-i 
Pigs decision, but this time they functioned in a much more effective u.is 
and showed few. if any. symptoms of groupthink. 


Background of the crisis 

Within a year or so following the Bay of Pigs invasion attempt, ilu- S«» 
viet Union worked out an arrangement with the Castro regime to sei up 
missile installations in Cuba, presumably to be armed with nuclear \wn 

heads. More than twenty thousand Russian troops, equipped with ... 

tactical weapons, were sent to Cuba to protect the installations. Slimth 
after detecting missile sites scattered throughout Cuba, United States mill 
tary intelligence experts estimated that the installations represented about 
one-third of the Soviet Union’s entire atomic warhead potential. If liied ,n 
American cities, the missiles could kill about 80 million Americans. 

During the months preceding the crisis, the CIA had been receiving i« 
ports from agents in Cuba asserting that the Russians weic .setting up 
oPensive atomic weapons, in addition to the delensive emiveiiiuin.il ue.ip 
oils that they had pnbltek aek now ledged siippking lint this mlm in.iiu>u 
was not definitive. United States intelligent e spe« i.Mists ,ni«l the iesi i>| ilu 
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A photograph taken in October 1962 by a U-2 plane flying 
over Cuba showing supportive buildings for ballistic missiles, 
fuel lank trailers, and a missile erector in San Cristobel. 
Intensive vehicle trackage, coupled with the construction of 
cable lines to control areas, indicates the quick tempo of 
Soviet activity. 
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government coniintied to assume that newly arrived Soviet personnel and 
equipment in Cuba were merely intended to reinforce the Cuban air de¬ 
fense system, as the Russian leaders repeatedly claimed. This shared con 
sensus—as unwarranted as the consensus about Castro’s weakness that lud 
evolved before the Bay of Pigs invasion—evidently kept the Kennedy ad 
ministration from taking the initial warning signs seriously. But While 
House complacency was rudely shattered on October 16, 1962. On that da\ 
the President was informed that CIA photo interpreters, while routinels 
checking photos taken by a U-2 plane flying over Cuba, had discovered .i 
group of recently completed buildings for ballistic missiles in San Cristobal 
In this startling photograph, specialists could clearly identify a launehmr 
pad and an offensive missile lying on the ground. 


The mission of the Executive Committee 

When word reached President Kennedy, he promptly called togelhci ,i 
group of high-level advisers, which later was called the Executive Comniu 
tee of the National Security Council, The membership of this group o\a 
lapped with that of the policy-making group that had approved the B:i\ ot 
Pigs invasion plan. In fact, five of the key men on the Executive Commute, 
attended most of the crucial meetings on both decisions:'President Ken 
nedy. Secretary of State Rusk, Secretary of Defense McNamara, Seoei.n \ 
of the Treasury Douglas Dillon, and White House Foreign Policy Coouli 
nator McGeorge Bundy. Another key member was Attorney General Kofi 
ert Kennedy, who had attended the initial briefing session on the B:i\ .-t 
Pigs plan and later had a hand in strengthening the consensus in fnvoi "t 
executing that plan. Other key members of the Executive Committee dm nm 
the Cuban missile crisis were General Maxwell Taylor (newly appointed 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson 
White House staff member Theodore Sorensen, and John McCone (uIn- 
had replaced Allen Dulles as chief of the CIA). A few additional e\pni- 
and officials, whose judgments the President wanted to consider, also ,ii 
tended practically all the meetings. Among them were Paul Nitze. (ie«n)-. 
Ball, and Llewellyn Thompson. 

When the members were called together on the first dav of the him 
“ the President made it clear that acquiescence was impossible” and th.ii tin 
group was expected to decide on a course of action that would gel the im 
siles out of Cuba before they became operational. A diplomatic appm.i. h 
either directly to Khrushchov or indirectly through the United N.th--n 
would have been preferred by a few members ot the committee, but "th- 
President had rejected this com.se from the outset." John KcmieiK ah-n 
with mail) other officials m the t Tiled Stales gow-i mnciil. took the positi.-i 





I lie Executive Committee of the National Security Council 
meets in the White House during the Cuban missile crisis. The 
nm iicipants—identified clockwise from President Kennedy, 
bending over table at right—are Secretary of State Dean 
Knsk; Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara; Roswell 
tJilpatrick, Deputy Secretary of Defense; General Maxwell 
' I nylor. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Paul Nitze, 
Assistant Secretary of Defense; Don Wilson (hidden). Deputy 
Director of the United Stales Information Agency; Theodore 
Sorensen, Presidential Counsel; Townley Smith (sealed by 
bookcase); McGeorge Bundy, White House Foreign Policy 
t oordinator; Secretary' of the Treasury' Douglas Dillon; Vice 
Piesulcnt Johnson; Llewellyn Thompson as the adviser on 
Russian affairs; William C. Foster; (hidden) John 
McCone, chief of the CIA; and George Ball (also hidden), 
t hitler Secretary of State. Attorney General Robert F. 
h rmu-tly is standing at far left. 
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that the Soviet missiles could not be allowed to remain in Cuba not only k 
cause of the military threat but also because of political damage to Amen 
ca’s position in the world. Key members of the administration also believe, 
that ignoring the missile build-up would impair Kennedy’s personal prestip 
and would compromise his attempts to implement his foreign and domesin 
policies. Leading Republicans, including Senators Goldwater and Realm: 
had been strongly pressuring Kennedy to use United States military pouci 
to put a stop to the missile build-up in Cuba. Only one month earlier, in t<- 
sponse to these political pressures, the President had publicly stated his hr 
lief that all the missiles in Cuba were purely defensive weapons. lie h.nl 
pledged to take action if any offensive missiles were introduced. As one j •« • 
htical analyst put it, "If Eisenhower had inadvertently embarrassed Klim 
shchev personally and politically by his clumsy handling of the U-2 affati m 
. . . 1960, Khrushchev foolishly repaid Kennedy tenfold and under l.u 
more dangerous circumstances.” 

President Kennedy’s initial decision (before the first meeting of the 1 ' 
ecutive Committee) was that some form of coercive action would have in l>< 
taken to eliminate the missile threat. This judgment has been attacked bv .1 
number of political critics, [hey claim that Kennedy unnecessarily create.I 
a dangerous crisis to protect his prestige and that he took a serious gam 1*1. 
b\ letting the Kremlin decide whether to preserve peace by removim? iln 
missiles. Other critics, however, regard Kennedy's reasons for his initial dr 
cision to resort to coercive action well warranted by the circumstances. 

Whether the Pre sident was jajht or wrong in se tting up his objective r 
not relevant to a “discussion of group decision-making. What is rclcvam , 
the fact that the President let the Executive Committee decide how t.» p 1 
rid of the missile threat. We are concerned with the decision-making auu 
ity ° r lll ‘ s S rou P- If tlie participants’ accounts of what happened at Him 
meetings are correct, we are led to conclude that this policy-making gi.*n,. 
met all the major criteria of sound decision-making. The decision-maka 
(1) thoroughly canvassed a wide range of alternative courses of action. 1 '1 
carefully weighed the costs, drawbacks, and subtle risks of negative cons, 
quences, as well as the positive consequences, that could flow from what im 
‘tally seemed the most advantageous courses of action; (3) contiimousb. 
searched foi relevant information for evaluating the policy alternatives, 1 l> 
conscientiously took account of the information and the expert jmlmm-m 
to which they were exposed, even when the information or judgments .h.l 
not support the course of action they initially preferred; (5) reexamined tin 

positive and negative consequences of all the main alternatives, . .. 

those originally considered unacceptable, before making a final choice..1 

(6) made detailed provisions for executing the chosen course of action, uni, 
special attention to contingency plans that might he requited il \.m 
known risks were to materialize. 
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These criteria refer to the quality of the decision-making procedures, re¬ 
gardless of whether the outcome (which in this instance hinged largely on 
ilie way the Kremlin responded) was successful. Foreign policy decisions of 
“good" quality—that meet the six criteria—generally have a much better 
chance of being successful in the long run than those that do not. But a de¬ 
cision does not necessarily have to have a successful outcome to be rated as 
.1 “good-quality" decision, according to the definition provided by these cri¬ 
teria. T he definition carries a rather anomalous implication, which needs to 
Ik* spelled out in order to indicate why the Cuban missile crisis serves as a 
umnterpoint to the Bay of Pigs and other fiascoes. The reason is not that 
the Cuban missile crisis turned out to be a success story. If the Soviet lead¬ 
ers had chosen to respond belligerently to the naval blockade and if, fol¬ 
lowing the disaster, an objective analyst was still alive who could evaluate 
the same evidence that is now accessible, that analyst would be obliged to 
conclude, on the basis of the six criteria, that despite the horrible outcome, 
die decision-making procedures of the Executive Committee were of “good 
quality.” 

President Kennedy’s initial decision to resort to some form of coercive 
.icdon to get rid of the missiles in Cuba may have failed to meet some of 
diese criteria. Had he not precluded the alternative of relying upon the tra¬ 
ditional methods of diplomacy and accommodation to negotiate with the 
Soviet Union and with die Castro government, President Kennedy might 
have succeeded in finding a way not only to eliminate the missile threat but 
also to terminate Cuba’s military alliance with the Soviet Union. Some so- 
i i.d scientists now regard Kennedy's two-power military approach as a seri¬ 
ous error. Irving Horowitz, for example, claims that Kennedy's view of the 
missile crisis was unduly influenced by a games-theory model that led him 
to initiate an unnecessarily dangerous “game of chicken" in response to a 
idatively minor threat to America's security, forcing an unwarranted show-' 
down between two major powers at the risk of starting an all-out nuclear 


war. 

Whether or not Kennedy's initial decision to preclude a diplomatic ap- 
pioach is judged to have been an act of brinkmanship, the Executive Com- 
miiicc could be criticized for conforming too readily with the President’s 
u.ty of defining its mission. The government leaders in the group might 
have been able to influence the President to change his initial judgment if 
dirv had become convinced that the President was wrong in excluding a 
purely diplomatic approach. But, except for this possible deficiency, the Ex- 
* < ti me Committee by and large did a good job of examining and evaluating 
din native courses of coercive action in order to supply the President with 
ilic uuswets to the policy questions he asked them to answer. Even Horn¬ 
's ii/. v\lm is among the most severe critics, acknowledges that the final rec- 
... of the Executive Committee “emerged from a political bar¬ 


's 
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gaining process which involved not only the military factors and strati 
analysis, but also considerations of morality . . . and international pnliiu • 
consequences.” 


Decisions made during the thirteen-day crisis 

For five days, starting on October 16, 1962, the Executive ComimiI* • 
met continually, often holding formal sessions several times a day, in oid< ■ 
to arrive at a strategic plan. At first the best choice seemed to be to tineai* n 
a surgical or massive air strike, in the hope that the verbal threat would m 
duce the Soviet Union to withdraw the missiles. But the group recog m/nt 
from the start that the Soviet leaders might refuse to acquiesce to iIn 
threat, and their refusal might lead to a rapid, uncontrolled escalation Hi 
would bring on a nuclear war. After debating the alternatives day aftei das 
a majority of the group finally decided on October 20 that the best chon» 
was to institute a naval blockade. This choice, they felt, had the advantap 

of being a low-level action that would serve as a nonhumiliating war.j 

and would still “maintain the options,” as McNamara put it, permitting ■ 
gradual, controlled escalation later on, if necessary. 

The crisis continued for another eight days, and the same group wn 
tinued to meet daily until the crisis was finally resolved by Khrushchev 
offer to withdraw the missiles. On October 22, President Kennedy gave In 
dramatic speech revealing to the world the hitherto secret evidence <>! ih< 
offensive missile sites in Cuba and announcing the United States govern 
ment’s decision to quarantine Cuba. Khrushchev promptly denounced tIn 
blockade as “piracy.” Eighteen Soviet ships—some of them almost ceriamK 
carrying nuclear armaments—continued relentlessly on their course tow.nd 
the quarantine zone. During the next few suspenseful days the Umnd 
States repeated its threat to board Soviet ships, forced several Soviet suit 
marines to surface near the quarantine zone, and actually did board a I cl* 
anese vessel chartered by the Soviet Union. These actions were calcul.ihd 

to postpone a direct military confrontation while demonstrating the I. 

resolve of the United States government to counteract the missile build up 
in Cuba. Then, on October 24 and 25, shortly before reaching the ijuui.m 
tine zone, most of the Soviet cargo ships (including all those with Imp 

hatches, presumed to be carrying nuclear missiles) turned around .I 

headed back toward Russian ports. 

Despite the success of the blockade, the situation was still consider d 
dangerous because work was continuing on the Soviet missile sites in Ctilu 
and they were rapidly becoming operational. I lie Executive C 'mnniiin « 
began to consider a response that would make its contingency plans opt i ■ 
tional. These plans involved taking further graduated steps toward inoie . 1 1 
reel forms ol military actum. possihl\ lesoiiiug to an siukes against if< 
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missile sites or even an invasion of Cuba. Before taking further action, how¬ 
ever. the committee decided that additional warning messages but not a 
lormai ultimatum—should be sent to the Soviet leaders, urging them to re¬ 
move the missiles immediately in order to avoid the outbreak of war. As 
this new crisis was reaching a climax. Khrushchev made it known that the 
Soviet Union would respond favorably if the United States were willing to 
make some concessions in turn. The crisis was finally resolved on October 
;K, when the Soviet leaders agreed to remove the missiles in exchange for 
assurances that the United States would not invade Cuba. 


Dissension within the group 

From the various accounts of the thirteen days ol agitated delibera¬ 
tions, it is apparent that the members of the Executive Committee continu¬ 
ously disagreed with each other despite strong pressures to develop a con¬ 
census. For example, on the fourth day of meetings, according to Sorensen: 

" l'he President was impatient and discouraged. He was counting on the At¬ 
torney General and me, he said, to pull the group together quickly—other¬ 
wise more dissensions and delay would plague whatever decision he took, 
lie wanted to act soon.” When the consensus was not forthcoming in the 
next meeting, Sorensen departed from his usual conduct at these meetings 
mul tried to push the members toward a unified response by telling them 
"that we are not serving the President well, and that my recently healed 
nicer didn't like it much either.” Here we have an instance of strong 
piessure toward group concurrence of the type that frequently is observed 
m groups dominated by groupthink tendencies. But the members of the F.x- 
eeulive Committee were able to resist this pressure. They continued their 
lively debates about the alternatives open to them, notwithstanding the im¬ 
patience and ulcers that their disunity might cause. 

'Fhe next day, the majority finally agreed on the naval blockade as the 
initial course of action. Nevertheless, the group did not develop a consensus 
involving shared illusions of invulnerability. On the contrary, most mem¬ 
bers thought that even the best possible alternative was fraught with the 
enormous danger of touching off a nuclear holocaust in which the Soviet 
l Jiiion and the United States might destroy each other. Nor did the mem- 
ha s show any other sustained symptoms of groupthink, although, from 
nmc to time, there were transient tendencies to invoke stereotypes and to 
, xert pressures toward conformity. By and large, the members of the group 
I Moved to he extraordinarily successful in retaining their critical resources 
i’. independent thinkers, despite all the strains and pressures of the thirteen- 
d.ix crisis. 

What eau we learn about the conditions that enabled this Executive 
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Committee to avoid becoming victims of groupthink? Part of the ans\u, 
has to do with the traumatic impact of the earlier fiasco in which most <>) 
the leading personalities on the Executive Committee had participated. Bn 
terness still lingered from the humiliating failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion 
which had been launched a year and a half earlier. The Kennedy team w.i 
no longer so naive about seemingly authoritative military briefings or so m 
sensitive to the dangers of oversimplifying foreign-policy issues. But ilu- 
changes were not simply a matter of each man’s resolving to do better ne\i 
time. Important procedural changes had been introduced into the organized 
policy-making process—changes calculated to prevent the policy-maka . 
from accepting uncritically glib arguments put forth by enthusiastic prop,, 
nents of an ill-conceived plan. Before continuing with our examination nt 
how the Executive Committee functioned during the Cuban missile crisis 
we must first backtrack a bit to consider the transformations initiated in iIn- 
White House during the months following the "worst defeat" of Presidem 
Kennedy s entire careen after his initial anguished question, “How could 

we have been so stupid?", was replaced by “What can we do to avoid hour 
so stupid again?" 


Legacy of the Bay of Pigs 


i < 
ti 


At a time of shattering defeat, mutual respect and a sense of gioup 
identification have important positive functions in maintaining morale \ 
cohesive group can survive a catastrophically bad decision, belatedly lean, 
the lessons of its bitter experience, and live to make better decisions ih-m 
time. Just such a success story seems to fit the facts of how the Kennedy .id 
ministration faced the adversities of the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Despite il 
barrage of justified attack against them, the President and the key men 
his administration showed no signs of demoralization or ineireciual i.- 
sponse to the shattering defeat. 

One of Kennedy’s first acts after the defeat of the Cuban invaders u.,-. 
to announce to the press that he bore sole responsibility for the fiasco. 11< 
strongly opposed any attempts to shift the responsibility to the others wh.. 
had participated in the deliberations. Those who worked closely wnh him 
realized that although he seemed outwardly composed, he was deeph pi i 
turbed. With great self-control he managed to avoid lashing out at Ku h.iul 
Bissell and Allen Dulles, the two CIA chiefs who had cooked up the looh .1, 
plan and had misled him into thinking that it would work. (I lc did. how 
ever, quietly accept their resignations.) Kennedy displayed his n i ii.iimu 
from time to time, but it was against people who were not membeis oi i|,. 
in-gioup. l ot example, he attacked newspapei lepmteis and editor. I 
having failed to eensoi news of the impending ( nlun invasion I le tell ih. 
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should have done this in the interest of national security. Kennedy’s biogra¬ 
phers agree that this attack was unquestionably a mistake and embroiled 
the President in a lengthy, inexpedient feud with the press. 

While scorn was being heaped on them at home and abroad, the key 
members of the Kennedy team supported each other and this mutual sup¬ 
port helped them to avoid being demoralized. They were able to take con¬ 
structive action, to repair some of the damage, and to cope with new inter¬ 
national crises in Laos, Vietnam, the Congo, and Berlin. Their behavior 
after the fiasco appears to be a good illustration of the favorable conse¬ 
quences of group cohesiveness under conditions of temporary defeat, in 
contrast to the unfavorable consequences that create poor decision-making 
at times when nothing has happened to disrupt the group’s optimism about 
i he success of its policies. 

The problem facing the leader of a cohesive group is how to obtain the 
morale gains of high cohesiveness without the losses caused by grouplhink. 
President Kennedy seemed to be aware of this problem, although neither he 
nor any of his associates ever formulated it in this way. One of the Presi¬ 
dent’s first acts after the debacle was to set up a commission of inquiry to 
find out exactly what had gone wrong. Then, acting partly on his advisers' 
recommendations and partly on his own hunches, Kennedy introduced a 
scries of sweeping changes in the decision-making procedures of his team to 
ensure that there would never again be a fiasco like the Bay of Pigs. An 
analysis of these changes is necessary to see how they might increase the 
problem-solving efficiency of a government administration. Many of Ken¬ 
nedy’s innovations avoided the usual drawbacks of traditional bureaucratic 
practices, such as maintaining such strict secrecy that the flow of informa¬ 
tion to the decision-making body is restricted. The President’s procedural 
changes also set up the conditions that promote independent thinking by 
curtailing the adverse influence of groupthink tendencies. Four major pro¬ 
cedural changes were carefully followed when the administration subse¬ 
quently had to make vital decisions that might affect national security, as in 
die case of the Cuban missile crisis. 


New definitions of the participants' role 

Members of the policy-making group were given a new and much broader 
iole: livery participant was expected to function as a skeptical “generalist.” 
I Iciicclbrth advisers from the various government departments were sup¬ 
posed to participate in policy discussions not primarily as spokesmen for 
du* agency they represented but as critical thinkers. They were charged with 
examining the policy problem as a whole, rather than approaching the is- 
• ues m the Oadilional bureaucratic wav whereby each man confines his re- 
iii. 11 ks n* die special aspects in which he considers himself to be an expert 
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and avoids arguing about issues on which others present are suppose-II 
more expert than he. Furthermore, the two men whom the President trusii .1 
most—his brother Robert Kennedy and Theodore Sorensen (neilhci . i 
whom had been present at the final Bay of Pigs planning sessions)- we,, 
given a special role. As intellectual watchdogs, these two men were toll I i < > 
pursue relentlessly every bone of contention in order to prevent errors an-, 
ing from too superficial an analysis of the issues. Accepting this role avidh. 
Robert Kennedy, at the expense of becoming unpopular with some n| In 
associates, barked out sharp and sometimes rude questions. Often he dchh 
erately became the devil s advocate. Sorensen felt his responsibility for po 
venting errors so keenly that he would spend many a night pondering po*.\i 
blc flaws when new plans affecting national security were under discussi-m 


Changes in group atmosphere 

The group meetings of government policy-makers were organized in a nun 
pletely different way. In accordance with the group rule that sessions .slumU 
be devoted to frank and freewheeling discussion, the usual rules of proin. ,,| 
were suspended. No formal agenda was imposed upon the group. I.. 
broaden the scope of information available to the core group of decision 
makers, departmental spokesmen and outside experts were invited to p\. 
their views and then were carefully questioned about the grounds for ilm, 
conclusions. With an eye to obtaining fresh points of view, new adusn 
were brought in periodically. Recognizing the usual tendency for visitor* i• < 
remain silent, members of the group deliberately asked them to give tl...« 
reactions during the discussions. 


Meetings of subgroups 

As a special device to facilitate critical thinking, the Executive Comnmie, 
was sometimes broken up into two subgroups. The separate subcommiilei 
would meet independently to work on a policy decision and then would 
come together for debate and cross-examination in the reassembled gmiip 
The members of the White House staff, in addition to attending the nin i 
ings of the ad hoc policy-making group, also met separately with the IT. . 
dent, “away from the inhibiting presence of the srandecs in the Cabin, i 
Room.” 


Leader I ess sessi o/ is 

Occasionally, Presidenl Kennedy deliberately absented Inmsell Imnt il 
meetings of the policy-making pomp. p:n liculai 1 % dumig the pielimnu 
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phases when the full range of alternatives was being discussed for the first 
time. One reason for his absence was to avoid exerting undue influence on 
the way his advisers conceptualized a problem. Robert Kennedy, who 
strongly supported his brother’s resolve to allow some sessions to be leader- 
less. commented, “I felt there was less true give and take with the President 
in the room. There was the danger that by indicating his own view and lean¬ 
ings, he would cause others just to fall in line.” When the President was ab¬ 
sent, either Secretary Rusk or Robert Kennedy chaired the meeting, but 
each of these men seemed aware that he should not try to direct the group 
or attempt to replace the President as the most influential voice in the 
group. 


A new group norm manifested during the 
missile crisis 

Largely as a result of the four new procedures and related changes in 
leadership practices that consistently encouraged open-minded inquiry and 
debate, the members of the Executive Committee avoided succumbing to 
groupthink, despite the fact that they formed a cohesive group with all the 
usual social pressures operating to induce conformity with group norms. In 
ell’ect, striving to be thorough in their appraisals of alternatives became a 
new type of norm. This norm was established at the initial meeting on the 
Cuban missile crisis, and from then on the members of the group seemed to 
be aware of the danger of premature closure, even though one or another of 
ihem expressed feelings of annoyance and impatience at times—as did 
President Kennedy—about the delays in arriving at a consensus. 

At first President Kennedy, like most other government officials, was 
surprised and angered by the unexpected news of the offensive missiles in 
Cuba, particularly because it had become apparent that Khrushchev was 
lying when he had recently reassured the United States government that all 
llie weapons Russia was supplying to Cuba were purely defensive. Adlai 
Sievcnson, who spoke with the President on the first day, was disturbed to 
hear the President tell him that “we’ll have to do something quickly. I sup¬ 
pose the alternatives are to go in the air and wipe them out or take other 
steps to render the weapons inoperable.” If the President had presented his 
initial position forcefully, the group members might have conceptualized 
i heir (ask as deciding which type of air assault to recommend—the limited 
surgical strikes favored by the President or the more extensive air assaults 
l.ivorcd by the Joint Chiefs—without giving much consideration to any of 
i lie less drastic or less dangerous options. But instead of inducing the group 
•ii (he opening session to focus on the air-strike action he favored. President 
Kennedy emphasized the need to canvass alternatives. Plis message was 
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iat action was imperative,” but he wanted the members to devote them 
selves to making "a prompt and intensive survey of the dangers and ail pos 
sible courses of action.” That very day the group began examining the pro-, 
and cons of the most obvious alternatives. Robert Kennedy intervened ,, 
one point, taking on his customary role of intellectual watchdo- to urge il,<- 
group to add more alternatives: "Surely.” he asserted, -there was*,,,,., 
course in between bombing and doing nothing.” 

res Ponse to this prod from the Attorney General. the group considei 

, y Tfrt the s P ectrum of alternative responses to be considered Ih 
ie end of the first day of meetings the committee had seriously discussed .n 
east ten alternatives: (I) do nothing: (2) exert diplomatic pressure on the 
soviet Union by appealing to the United Nations or to the Organization „i 
mencan States to set up inspection teams: (3) arrange for direct corniuu 
mcation between President Kennedy and Khrushchev, possibly at an mi 
mediate summit conference: (4) secretly approach Castro to warn him 
aiasuc United States action and to split him off from the Soviet Union; ni 
institute low-level military action by setting up a naval blockade to prevail 
Russian ships from bringing missile armaments to Cuba; (6) launch an 
assault that would bombard the missile sites with pellets to render them m 
operable without causing any casualties: (7) carry out a limited surgical an 
Strike^vith advance warnings to allow Cubans and Soviet personnel to v, 
cape being killed while the missile installations were being destroyed |k, 
carry out a limited surgical air strike without any advance warning-' pi, 
carry out a massive a,r strike against all military targets in Cuba to pa-van 

l^7iiaT a,t fire a ‘ ld P ° SSible re,aliation against targets i„ ,|,c 
United States fiom as yet undetected missile sites; (10) launch an nll-mu 
invasion to take Cuba away from Castro.” 

The group discussed the advantages and disadvantages of each alterua 
ive, including the first two, which had been rejected from the beainninti In 
c President. During the first day McGeorge Bundy urged a I,adit,on.,I 
diplomatic approach but soon dropped this position and Inter became 

advocate of an air strike. McNamara also ignored the President's .. 

of a noncoercive response and argued that no coercive action was ncccsvn s 
because a missile is a missile” whether it is launched from Cuba or iron, 
he Soviet Union. Nitze and others soon convinced McNamara, howevv, 
o accept tile President s definition of the situation as requiring a cocrau- 
response Their major arguments were that with a huge stockpile ofaionn. 
missiles close to the United States, the Soviet Union's capability for launch 
ing a nuclear attack would be doubled and the warning time would lie dm-, 
tcally reduced from fifteen minutes to only two or ihreo minulc-s. IVih.no 
the speed with winch Bundy and McNamara were induced by oil,as ,L 
group to abandon their niiin.-il position and to conform with the- Icada'-. 

stricture was a manifest:,of group,l„„k laidaiues ll so. ,l„s mu.. 

cndcnc) miisi li.oe lieu, slnniloal. Alla ||„- InM d.n all indicaii,,,,-. 
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point to a relative absence of concurrence-seeking. The members of the 
group vigorously debated a variety of alternative coercive actions and freely 
voiced their misgivings with little regard for traditional protocol, most no¬ 
ticeably when the President was not there. 1 Sorensen recalled: 

one of the remarkable aspects of those meetings was a sense of complete 
equality. . . . We were fifteen individuals on our own, representing the 
President and not different departments. Assistant Secretaries differed vig¬ 
orously with their Secretaries; I participated much more freely than F ever 
had in an NSC [National Security Council] meeting; and the absence of 
the President encouraged everyone to speak his mind. 

When the President attended the meetings, his skepticism and his disre¬ 
gard for traditional deference to the military judgments of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff also contributed to the atmosphere of objective inquiry and debate. 
For example, he was unwilling to accept the judgment of General Curtis Le 
May, the Air Force chief of staff, who, while arguing for a massive air as¬ 
sault rather than a blockade, assured the President that the Russians would 
not retaliate. President Kennedy's skeptical retort was, “1 hey, no more 
than we, can let these things go by without doing something. They can’t, 
after all their statements, permit us to take out their missiles, kill a lot of 
Russians, and then do nothing.” Further questioning of the Joint Chiefs’ ar¬ 
guments for their strong recommendation to carry out an air strike elicited 
answers that shook the confidence of the President and others in this alter¬ 
native. In their answers the military experts acknowledged that they could 
not be sure that all the missiles would be wiped out even by a massive air 
assault or that during the attack itself nuclear missiles would not be 
launched against American cities before the sites were destroyed. 

General Le May, however, may have deliberately given the President 
and his civilian advisers the impression that air strikes could not be surgical, 
lie and the other Joint Chiefs had decided to promote a massive attack 
against Cuba. They were convinced that that was the only proper solution 
to the missile crisis. In this instance, according to Graham Allison, the in¬ 
formation search by participants in the Executive Committee was incom¬ 
plete and remained so during the first week. But by the beginning of the sec¬ 
ond week the nonmilitary participants found out independently from 
civilian experts that a surgical air strike was feasible, and they then added it 
to the list of options to consider in the event that the blockade failed. 2 

Whenever he presided, the President took pains to call on men in sec¬ 
ondary positions such as Nitze, Ball, and Thompson, to obtain their indi¬ 
vidual views, recognizing that lower-ranking officers “would not voluntarily 
contradict their superiors in front of the President, and that persuasive ad¬ 
visers such as McNamara unintentionally silenced less articulate men.” 
from time to time. President Kennedy brought in United Nations repre¬ 
sentative Adlai Stevenson and representatives from other government agen- 
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cics along with a number of distinguished outsiders—Dean Ac1u*m m 
former Secretary of Slate; Robert Lovett, former Secretary of Defense; and 
John McCloy, former High Commissioner of Germany. The President and 
others in the group encouraged these outsiders to go along with the saim 
procedural norms that were being followed by the insiders—to present then 
own points of view frankly, to ask difficult questions, to make the others d. 
fend their assumptions. This unusual way of proceeding must have created 
some consternation among the outsiders. One unimpressed visitor, who e\i 
dently missed the firm guiding hand of a leader and the mutual support <»| .1 
strong group consensus, was Dean Acheson. He was used to the entiu-K 
different style of presidential leadership that had characterized the polk \ 
making groups headed by President Truman. Acheson testily complained 
that “discussions within the Executive Committee after a couple of session-, 
seemed to me repetitive, leaderless, and a waste of time.” 

Yet, contrary to AchesoiTs exasperated appraisal of the group meet in;* • 
the members managed to work out a complicated plan of action. O 11 1 In- 
basis of their probing discussions of the risks and drawbacks, they were ahh 
to spell out a series of alternative scenarios that could ensue from I lion 
blockade decision. These scenarios enabled the policy-makers to speed \ .1 
graded series of stronger military actions that could be taken in response l" 
possible counteracting moves by the Soviet leaders. For example, the gmnp 
developed contingency plans specifying what would be done if the Ru.ssi.in- 
refused to allow Soviet ships to be searched or if they launched a submarine 
attack against American ships in retaliation for the sinking of one or mou 
Soviet ships that might try to break through the blockade. 

Fortunately, none of these dire contingencies arose, and none of the o 
calatory steps was taken. But the fact that the backstop plans were woikrd 
out with such great care, rather than allowing them to be so vaguely dclmcd 
that they would have to be improvised if the Russians were recalcitrant 
may well have reduced the chances of accidental escalation arising from e\ 
cited misjudgments. Indeed, there were times when it looked as though 1 In 
Soviet Union was going to ignore the blockade and force the United Stale- 
Navy into an armed confrontation with Soviet ships and submarines. Deli 
cate operational handling was required in order to head of!' the most hoi 
rendous of all the scenarios the group had rehearsed. 

As a result of the thorough review of all the drawbacks, the rccommeu 
dations the group gave to the President included much more than siruicj , n 
military guidelines. The group worked out in considerable detail wavs ui 
handling a variety of political, legal, and diplomatic ramifications, which, ii 
neglected, could cause a blockade attempt to fail. In order to diminish polu 
ical pressures from military-minded Congressmen, the President and Ins .id 
visers planned in advance a brielinu session with lead inn f ‘onuressiin-n 
who, as it turned out, leaded in much the same angry wav the Piesidem 
had when lie had liisl learned ahum llic niiclrai missiles I \cn Scnaioi I til 
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bright, who had taken a firm anti-militaristic stand earlier concerning the 
invasion of Cuba (just as he was to do later during the Vietnam War), urged 
at this particular time a much stronger “military action rather than such a 
weak step as a blockade,” because he regarded the Cuban missiles as an un¬ 
precedented threat to American security. President Kennedy, in a very dis¬ 
tressing session with the Congressmen, had to spell out many of the contin¬ 
gency military plans and remind the irate Congressmen of the enormous 
risks that had led the group to settle on the blockade solution. 

The legal aspects were painstakingly pursued by a number of lawyers in 
the group, who felt that accepting the strong recommendation, made by 
Dean Acheson, to ignore legality when vital matters of national security 
were at stake would be a serious mistake. At considerable cost in time and 
effort, a subcommittee of the Executive Committee worked out a successful 
plan to obtain a two-thirds favorable vote from the Organization of Ameri¬ 
can States, which set up a legal, hemisphere-wide blockade. The members 
of the Executive Committee realized that without this vote, the blockade 
could be labeled as an act of war in violation of international law. Avoiding 
I his was especially important because Soviet leaders were known to take le¬ 
galistic formulations seriously in such matters and would feel justified in ac¬ 
cusing the United States of piracy if the United States boarded Russian 
ships. 

Recognizing that support of the major powers of Europe and other 
parts of the world might be essential, members of the Executive Committee 
spent considerable time discussing the diplomatic repercussions of United 
Slates coercive action. Turkey, for example, had to be prepared for Soviet 
pressure or even possible air attacks because the United States missile sites 
located there were likely to be equated with the Soviet installations in Cuba. 
African countries also became involved in the far-rcaching plan, because 
the committee realized that the Russians could circumvent the naval block¬ 
ade by flying atomic warheads into Cuba if they could refuel their planes in 
West Africa. Accordingly, it became necessary to dispatch United Stales 
ambassadors to see the Presidents of Guinea and Senegal in order to pre¬ 
vent this alternative route from materializing. In retrospect, speaking of the 
elaborate preparations made as a result of the group's deliberations, Robert 
Kennedy was able to assert, without contradiction from public affairs com¬ 
mentators. that “nothing, whether a weighty matter or a small detail, was 
overlooked.” 


Subjective discomfort 

1 lie Executive Committee did not give birth to its elaborate plans with¬ 
out undergoing .1 considerable amount of subjective discomfort, sleepless- 
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ness, and protracted turmoil. Of course much of the discomfort must havi 
been evoked by the ever present threat that the crisis might escalate to al 
out thermonuclear war, and it probably was augmented by the group d is 
cussions. The participants were keenly aware of the enormous risks thc\ 
were taking; they repeatedly acknowledged all the uncertainties and dire 
contingencies that could arise from a military confrontation with the Soviet 
Union. This time there were none of the illusions of safety that the While 
House group had shared while planning the Bay of Pigs invasion, no com 
fortable rationalizations that minimized the dangers, no shared myths aboui 
the invulnerability of the group or of the nation. 

Knowing that one misstep could precipitate a devastating nuclear w:u. 
the members’ need for emotional support from the group was undoubtedk 
very high, but most of the time the lack of consensus frustrated this need 
depriving the members of a sense of unity that would have enabled them in 
feel more confident about a successful outcome. Sorensen vividly describe*I 
his own agonizing responses to the crisis: 

In no other period during my service in the White House did I wake up in 
the middle of the night, reviewing the deliberations of that evening and 
trying to puzzle out a course of action. Not one of us at any time believed 
that any of the choices before us could bring anything but either prolonged 
danger or fighting. 

Dean Rusk spoke grimly about the possibility of "‘nuclear incineration” and 
disclosed his disquieting train of thought by professing surprise at being 
“still alive 1 ' the morning after President Kennedy announced the United 
States blockade of Soviet ships. Robert McNamara, noted for his cool 
computer-like capacity to think about the unthinkable, has said that he pci 
sonally experienced “the most intense strain I have ever operated undci 
He added a comment about the cohesiveness of the group resulting liom 
common exposure to danger, which, as McNamara put it, “forges bond*, 
and understanding between men stronger than those formed by decades <m 
close association.” 

All accounts of the sessions are filled with comments about unpleasant 
arguments and distressing agitation. Robert Kennedy's memoirs ol ilu 
Cuban missile crisis are punctuated by constant references to the impious 
ant bickering and agitated feelings stirred up by heated debates over even 
course of action that anyone proposed. For example: 

And so we argued, and so we disagreed—all dedicated, intelligent men. 
disagreeing and fighting about the future of their country, and of mankind. 
Meanwhile, time was slowly running out. 

♦ ♦ ♦ 

The next morning, at onr meeting at the Slate Department, there wen- 
sharp disagreements again. I’lie strain and horns without sleep were begin 
ning I** lake tlu-n toll I hose iniinaii weaknesses impatient e. Ills ol 

auget all .tie iindnsi.nid.ihk' 
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The picture that emerges is quite different from the placid sense of unanim¬ 
ity and the shared sense of unlimited power that had characterized the pol¬ 
icy-making group when it approved the plan to invade Cuba a year and a 
half earlier. 


Vigilant appraisal: the antithesis of groupthink 

Along with strong subjective feelings of insecurity and exasperation, 
there were several unusual objective features of the Executive Committee’s 
sessions. In all accounts of the Cuban missile crisis are consistent indica¬ 
tions of four characteristics of vigilant appraisal, which contrast sharply 
with the manifestations of coneurrenee-seeking during the deliberations 
about the Bay of Pigs invasion. 


Acknowledgment of grave dangers even after 
arriving at a decision 

At every meeting during the Cuban missile crisis, the participants openly 
acknowledged that whatever course of aetion they were contemplating 
would be highly dangerous. The threat of catastrophic destruction of the 
United States by Soviet missiles, whether launched from the new sites in 
Cuba or from Soviet submarines or aircraft, was constantly the foeus ol the 
group’s attention, particularly when the members were discussing contin¬ 
gency plans involving an escalation of military foree. This group never at¬ 
tained that eomplaeent sense of security that so often emerges when a 
groupthink-dominated group arrives at a consensus. After the members had 
decided that a bloekade would be much less risky than a direct air attaek on 
Cuba or a full-scale invasion, the members continued to discuss the possi¬ 
bility that the blockade might fail and leave the United States in an even 
more vulnerable position if the Russians succeeded in completing the 
Cuban missile sites. Out of the renewed diseussion provoked by their vigi¬ 
lant appraisal of the risks, the group evolved a new set of contingency plans 
in follow up the blockade, if necessary, with stronger military action. But 
these additional contingency plans, while increasing somewhat the group’s 
confidence in the bloekade decision, still did not eliminate profound con¬ 
cern about “the difficulty of halting an escalation, once started.” 

Other potentially damaging eonsequenees for the United States were 
also subjected to vigilant scrutiny. A prolonged blockade would give the 
Russians time to make counterthreats and stir up world opinion, which 
i mild lead to mass protests and possibly even the fall of some Latin Ameri- 
i ,Ki pn\eiaments. Castro might take counteractions by executing a number 
,i| |ia\ <»t Pigs pi isoners each day the blockade continued. American mili- 
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tary leaders might become frustrated and demand more military action as 
the unrelieved tensions built up. Reflecting all the qualms of the members 
of the Executive Committee, the President summed up the shaky status of 
the recommended course of action when he announced to the group that he 
reluctantly decided to accept it: “There isn’t any good solution. Whichever 
plan I choose, the ones whose plans are not taken are the lucky ones— 
they’ll be able to say ‘1 told you so’ in a week or two. But this one seems the 
least objectionable.” 

On the first morning the blockade went into effect, the group was in¬ 
formed that Russian ships were moving steadily toward the interception 
line set up by United States naval vessels. This was another occasion when 
the participants openly acknowledged the risks. At one point during this 
session, according to Robert Kennedy, the President expressed “the danger 
and concern we all felt hung like a cloud over us” by asking, “Isn’t there 
some way we can avoid having our first exchange with a Russian subma¬ 
rine—almost anything but that?” Just a few minutes before, the group had 
received distressing news from the Navy. A Soviet submarine was moving 
into position between United States naval ships and the two Russian 
freighters that the Navy expected to board within less than one hour. When 
the President asked his question, Robert Kennedy had a distressing 
thought—and he assumed that this was what his brother was thinking too 
which took the form of a much more unnerving question: “Was the world 
on the brink of a holocaust?” He noticed that his brother was showing ex¬ 
traordinary signs of emotional tension: His face seemed drawn and 
haggard, drained of all color; his hand went up to his face to cover his 
mouth. The two brothers stared at each other across the conference table. 
At that moment, Robert Kennedy had a peculiar sense of dissociation, as 
he became wholly preoccupied with a flood of vivid memories of the worst 
personal catastrophes of their lives: 

For a few fleeting seconds, it was almost as though no one else was there 
and he was no longer the President. . . . Inexplicably, I thought of when 
he was ill and almost died; when he lost his child; when we learned that 
our oldest brother had been killed; of personal times of strain and hurt. 

The voices droned on, but I didn’t seem to hear anything. 

This momentary dissociation, during which Robert Kennedy vividly re¬ 
called experiences of overwhelming stress that he and his brother had un¬ 
dergone, is a typical anxiety reaction under conditions of severe stress. Sim¬ 
ilar reactions have often been observed in combat soldiers and surgical 
patients at moments when they arc momentarily overwhelmed with the ie 
alization that real danger is at hand. 

By speaking frequently about the grave risks and reminding the pump 
of the intolerable consequences ol miscalculations’ when two nations find 
themselves approaching the biink of \\;n, the 1’iesulnii made n cle.ii that In* 
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would not assume the role that members of a beleaguered group usually 
want their leader to assume during a serious crisis—that of a reassuring au¬ 
thority figure who attempts to dispel the doubts and anxieties of his follow¬ 
ers. 

In private conversations, President Kennedy referred to The Guns of 
August —in which Barbara Tuchman presents a vivid account of how the 
political and military leaders of Europe blundered into World War I by 
making one incredibly foolish decision after another—as a warning for the 
nuclear powers in our own time. He suggested that the Executive Commit¬ 
tee’s deliberations would provide historic material for The Missiles o] Octo¬ 
ber\ which could be a sequel to The Guns of A ugust. He must have realized 
that if the sequel had a similar ending, there might never be any readers. 


Explicit discussion of moral issues 

During the discussions preceding the Bay of Pigs invasion, the moral issues 
raised by Senator Fulbright's speech and by Arthur Schlesinger’s memoran¬ 
dum were never discussed. As a result, the group never examined the unsa¬ 
vory ethical issues posed by the CIA’s plan, which involved an unprovoked 
military attack against a small neighboring state and required the President 
to make false statements to the public in order to create a supposedly plau¬ 
sible cover story. In contrast, during the Cuban missile crisis, members of 
the Executive Committee explicitly voiced their concerns about the moral¬ 
ity of the policy alternatives they were considering, thus forestalling deceit¬ 
ful, clandestine actions. They maintained an attitude of vigilance toward 
the moral risks as well as toward the military ones. For example, on the sec¬ 
ond day of the crisis, George Ball vigorously objected to the air-strike op¬ 
tion, arguing that a surprise attack would violate the best traditions of the 
United States and would harm the moral standing of the nation, whether or 
not the attack proved to be militarily successful. To the surprise of several 
members of the group, Robert Kennedy continued the argument, calling at¬ 
tention to the large toll of innocent human lives that would result. Urging a 
decent regard for humanity, the Attorney General pointed out that a sur¬ 
prise air attack would undermine the United States’ position at home and 
abroad by sacrificing America’s humanitarian heritage and ideals. He em¬ 
phasized this moral stance by stating that he was against acting as the Japa¬ 
nese had in 1941 by resorting to a “Pearl Harbor in reverse.” 

Robert Kennedy’s position was challenged by Dean Acheson, who ar¬ 
gued that, on the basis of the Monroe Doctrine and prior official warnings, 
I lie United Slates government would be fully justified in using any means to 
eliminate the threat to national security posed by the Cuban missiles. Ihe 
debate on these moral issues and related questions of the legality ol possible 
l ailed Slates actions in the eyes of other nations continued throughout that 
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day and on succeeding days, with marked effects on other members of the 
group. At one point, Douglas Dillon announced to the group that he had 
originally felt that an air attack was justified because the Russians had de¬ 
ceived us but that he no longer felt this position was morally justified. He 
went on to say that “what changed my mind was Bobby Kennedy’s argu¬ 
ment that we ought to be true to ourselves as Americans, that surprise at¬ 
tack was not in our tradition. Frankly, these considerations had not oc¬ 
curred to me until Bobby raised them so eloquently.” 

McNamara shared the Attorney General’s position and added that ii 
was expedient to select an initial course of action that would enable the 
United States government to “maintain the options” so as to “leave us in 
control of events.” He referred explicitly to moral arguments in his retro¬ 
spective comments about Robert Kennedy’s contributions to the group's 
decisions: “His contribution was far more than administrative ... he op¬ 
posed a massive surprise attack of a large country on a small country be¬ 
cause he believed such an attack to be inhuman, contrary to our traditions 
and ideals and an act of brutality for which the world would never forgive 
us.” 

According to Robert Kennedy’s own account of the deliberations, the 
moral issue remained a central concern right up until the time that the con 
sensus converged on a blockade as the least risky path of quasi-military ac¬ 
tion: “We spent more time on this moral question during the first five daw 
than on any single matter. . . . We struggled and fought with one and an¬ 
other and with our consciences, for it was a question that deeply troubled us 
all.” 


Reversals of judgment 

The placid unanimity of the White House group that had approved the Buy 
of Pigs invasion plan certainly did not characterize the Executive Commit 
tee during the missile crisis. In the course of daily clashes and bickerinr 
within the group, many members changed their minds about vital issues 
On the third day of the crisis, for example, “Rusk spoke out . . . first as a 
dove, then as a hawk, and finally as an uncertain man.” In many instances, 
individual members reversed their positions completely after hearing up 
praisals of the military, political, or moral risks by others in the group 
Douglas Dillon's switch from favoring an air strike to favoring a blockade 
after hearing Robert Kennedy’s moral arguments is only one of many c\ 
amples that could be cited. Among those who displayed such reversals was 
President Kennedy. After hearing the arguments from McNamara ami oili 
ers in the Executive Committee, he no Ionizer favored a suruical an sinkc 
and changed his mind in favor of the blockade. 

X-' 

All accounts of the Executive ( ’onnmitce’.s meetings apiec that an <>ui 
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standing characteristic of the group’s deliberations was the frequent 
changes of position that occurred while the members were trying to ham¬ 
mer out an acceptable strategy to resolve the crisis: 

Abel: “The fact is that nearly every man in the room changed his position 
at least once—some more than once—during the week of brainstorming." 
Sorensen: “Each of us changed his mind more than once that week on the 
best course of action to take.” 

Schlesinger: “Thinking aloud, hearing new arguments, entertaining new 
considerations, they almost all find themselves moving from one position 
to another.” 

Robert Kennedy: “None was consistent in his opinion from the very be¬ 
ginning to the very end. . . . For some there were only small changes, and 
perhaps varieties of a single idea. For others there were continuous 
changes of opinion each day. 


Nonstereotyped views of The enemy 

Stereotypes of the enemy as evil, weak, and stupid—which were so much in 
evidence during the White House discussions of the 
seldom, if ever, were voiced after the bitter anger of the opening session of 
the Executive Committee. Most members viewed their opposite numbers in 
the Kremlin as no less rational than themselves and assumed that their 
choice of action would be selected from a broad spectrum, ranging from 
conciliatory to belligerent, depending largely upon the words and actions of 
the United States government. Often the members of the group set them¬ 
selves the task of trying to predict how the enemy would react to one or an¬ 
other course of action by deliberately trying to imagine themselves in the 
Soviet leaders’ place. Moreover, unlike the tightly held Bay of Pigs delibera¬ 
tions. which excluded most of the experts who should have been consulted, 
the policy-makers' deliberations during the missile crisis relied heavily on 
expert judgments from Kremlinologists in many different agencies, with pri¬ 
ority given to those who had a good record of correctly predicting Russia’s 
actions in earlier crises. 

In their first meeting, the Executive Committee spent considerable time 
dying to understand why, from the Soviet standpoint, such drastic and 
n.sky steps had been taken to build secret missile sites ninety miles from 
America’s shores. The members examined a wide variety of plausible expla¬ 
nations. including the nonsinister possibility that the Russians were merely 
living to increase their bargaining power for negotiating die withdrawal of 
American missile sites near the Soviet Union. The upshot of discussing all 
the alternative interpretations of Soviet intentions was a tacit recognition 
dial no firm conclusion could be drawn about why the Soviet leaders had 
•.el up missiles in Cuba. Thus, instead of the typical grouplhink assumption 
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that the only intention behind the enemy’s threatening step must be an at¬ 
tempt to undermine and destroy us, most members of the Executive Com¬ 
mittee maintained a flexible, open-ended view of what the Soviet leaders 
might be up to. This enabled them to take seriously the possibility of work¬ 
ing out plans for avoiding escalation. 

It was not easy to maintain this open-ended view at a time when strone 
Soviet provocation evoked resentment and readiness to retaliate. Khru¬ 
shchev had lied and made a fool of President Kennedy by deceiving the 
United States government with his persuasive assurances that no offensive 
missiles were being sent to Cuba. Despite considerable cause for anger, the 
President and his advisers viewed the Soviet leaders as basically reasonable 
men, who could be convinced to withdraw their missiles. Without denying 
the cunning and deceit of the Soviet leaders, the group adopted the working 
assumption that the Soviet Union would not be likely to initiate a war un¬ 
less unduly provoked. 

Rusk and other members of the Executive Committee urged the group 
to choose a response that the Soviet leaders could clearly see ofTered them .1 
way out. One of the problems with an air attack, most of them agreed, w.is 
that no matter how well a surgical strike might pinpoint the missile install;) 
tions, it would still be a provocative military move, especially because Rus 
sian soldiers, as well as Cubans, would be killed. An important an»ument 
that led the group to regard a naval blockade as much more prudent than 
any alternative military response was precisely that this low-level action 
eould serve as an unmistakable indication of America’s strong intention in 
eliminate the missile bases without confronting the Soviet leaders with a 
belligerent act that would be “sudden or humiliating.” 


The nonhumiliation theme 

The nonhumiliation theme appealed strongly to President Kennedy. I h- 
reiterated it time and again when the Executive Committee was facing the 
problem ot how to implement the naval blockade plan, especially after the 
Soviet Union had responded to the blockade with propagandists demtncia 
tions and overt aets of defiance. The majority of the Executive Commit la- 
supported the strategy of avoiding any sudden or shocking act of aggression 
that might push the Soviet Union into making an impulsive decision to re¬ 
taliate. When news eame that some Soviet cargo ships had temporalils 
halted as they were approaching the interception line, which had been sei 
up eight hundred miles from Cuba, the Navy representative suggested that 
this could be a sinister Soviet move to group the ships around tin* suhui.i 
rine escort. But the President and ollieis m the Ixeciiiive Committee fell 
that a moie plausible explanation was that the S«>\ lei po\einineiil v.ii 
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trying, just as the Americans were, to postpone a military confrontation. 
Against objections from the Navy, the President decided to move the inter¬ 
ception line three hundred miles closer to Cuba, again to give the Kremlin 
leaders more time to evaluate the crisis. Nevertheless, he did not order any 
other change that might look like the United States government was back¬ 
ing down; the Navy continued to track and harass Soviet submarines in the 
Caribbean, signaling strong determination to enforce the blockade. 

The Navy’s first boarding was deliberately postponed until a non-Soviet 
ship arrived on the third day of the blockade, a Lebanese freighter under 
charter to the Soviets, which, as expected, had no arms on board. This ves¬ 
sel was selected carefully, according to Robert Kennedy, in order to dem¬ 
onstrate “that we were going to enforce the quarantine and yet, because it 
was not a Soviet-owned vessel, it did not represent a direct affront to the So¬ 
viets requiring a response from them.” In this way, as Roger Hilsman (the 
Director of Intelligence in the State Department) observed, ample time was 
allowed between each step for the Soviet leaders to weigh the consequences. 

On October 26, tension increased when the Executive Committee 
learned from new intelligence reports that the Cuban missile sites were 
being completed at full speed. On this same day, however, those members 
of the Executive Committee who had been defending the working assump¬ 
tion that the Soviets really wanted a peaceful settlement if they could find a 
nonhumiliating way out were unambiguously supported by events. The So¬ 
viets proposed, through an informal channel, an acceptable solution to the 
crisis: The Soviet Union would remove the offensive missiles and allow 
United Nations inspection teams to verify the removal. The Russians would 
pledge not to reintroduce missiles into Cuba in exchange for a United 
States pledge not to invade Cuba. This proposal was followed by a long, 
emotionally worded telegram from Khrushchev, the gist of which was that 
both sides must reach an agreement in order to avoid the risks of a horrible 
nuclear war. 

Hopes for a satisfactory settlement were dashed the next day when a 
new note from Khrushchev, broadcast by Radio Moscow, offered entirely 
new terms unacceptable to the United States: Khrushchev offered to trade 
Soviet missiles in Cuba for United States missiles in Turkey. Worse yet, an 
American U-2 plane was shot down over a missile site in Cuba and the pilot 
was killed. This overt act of aggression seemed all the more threatening be¬ 
cause it was now clear that the Soviet Union had for the first time ordered 
its military units in Cuba to activate its highly effective surface-to-air mis¬ 
siles. Hilsman, who was at the White House on that crucial day, says “it was 
the blackest hour of the crisis.” 

f aced with this acute deepening of the crisis and the steady movement 
toward open warfare, the members of the Executive Committee worked out 
.1 new military contingency plan in the event that another U-2 was shot 
down, hut still they did not succumb to the temptation to revert to a stereo- 
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typed conception of the enemy government. Instead of focusing their delib¬ 
erations solely on a military response—which would be the order of the da\ 
if the enemy were viewed as recalcitrantly set on a destructive course of nc 
tion—they carefully considered the nonaggressive moves that could be 
made in response to the Soviet messages. 

Despite the setback posed by the new hard-line message from the 
Kremlin, the group members persisted in their assumption that a militurv 
confrontation and the outbreak of World War 111 might still be prevented il 
only they could somehow communicate to the Soviet leaders that the Amci 
icans really meant what they had been saying about their limited but non 
negotiable demand to withdraw the Soviet missiles from Cuba. They asked 
themselves how this could be communicated as a positve move toward 
peace, not as a threat. Specifically, the question was this: What could the 
United States do to strengthen the pro-conciliatory tendencies of the Soviet 
leadership, represented by Khrushchev’s personal letter, rather than pl:i\ 
into the hands of hard-liners who favored escalation, represented by the lai 
est official note from the Soviet Foreign Office? This kind of question would 
never have been raised if the members of the Executive Committee had 
stereotyped the Soviet leadership as a homogeneous group of conniving 
criminals who could be stopped only by threat of annihilation. 

Earlier that week. President Kennedy had quipped, “I guess this is the 
week I earn my salary.” Before the week was over, the Attorney Genoa I 
had also earned his salary. During the deliberations on October 27, Robot 
Kennedy came up with the brilliant suggestion that the United States go\ 
eminent should ignore the official message received that day. as if it did not 
exist, and simply respond to the acceptable peace-oriented message re¬ 
ceived the day before. After an exhausting debate by the Executive Com 
mittee, this suggestion was endorsed by a consensus of the group and 
adopted by the President. The wording of the President's letter clearly con 
veyed the empathic view of the members of the Executive Committee to 
ward the Russian leaders, reflecting their efforts to project themselves mb* 
the role of their counterparts in Moscow. The letter included concilial«n\ 
statements: 

I have read your letter of October 26 with great care and welcomed yom 
desire to seek a prompt solution to the problem. . . . There is no reason 
why we should not be able to complete these arrangements and announce 
them to the world within a couple of days. The effect of such a settlement 
on easing world tensions would enable us to work toward a more general 
arrangement regarding “other armaments.” . . . The United States is verv 
much interested in reducing tension and hailing the arms race. 

The President did not, however, rely solely upon a low-pressme nn-s 
sage to inform the Soviet leaders of the sense of urgenev felt m VVashiui’b m 
about worki ML! out a settlement behue the Cub.m missiles weir iend\ bn 
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use. The formal letter itself carefully avoided hinting at any threats if the 
offer were refused. But, without consulting the Executive Committee, the 
President decided to ask his brother to transmit orally to the Soviet ambas¬ 
sador a much stronger message, which alluded to the threats that had delib¬ 
erately been left out of the formal letter. Robert Kennedy, according to his 
own account, told Ambassador Dobrynin that this was not an ultimatum 
but “if they did not remove those bases, we would remove them . . . [and] 
we must have [an answer] the next day.” In effect, this was a tacit ultima¬ 
tum. as Alexander George has pointed out, containing the two main ele¬ 
ments of a classical ultimatum: a reference to a threat of punishment if the 
demand is not accepted and a time limit for complying with the demand. 
Yet, an attempt seems to have been made to avoid making it sound like a 
belligerent or humiliating ultimatum, especially because it demanded only 
that the bargain originally proposed by Khrushchev be adopted. Moreover, 
Kennedy “offered not only a conditional pledge not to invade Cuba but— 
as his brother’s posthumous account has now made clear—he also gave 
Khrushchev a private assurance that the Jupiter missiles in Turkey would 
be removed soon.” 

The President and the others present at that last crucial meeting, during 
which the formal letter was drafted, realized that the Soviet leaders might 
have already moved too far along the path toward a military confrontation 
to back down. The dominant feeling of the group, Robert Kennedy asserts, 
was one of “foreboding and gloom”; many members thought that the odds 
were against their last-minute conciliatory effort. To make matters even 
worse, they had just learned that another U-2 plane, based in Alaska, had 
accidentally flown over the Soviet Union on the way back from the North 
Pole. American fighter planes sent into Soviet territory to escort the lost U-2 
plane home were, in effect, invading Soviet air space. This came to be 
known as “the Dr. Strangelove” incident because of its resemblance to the 
black-comedy film showing an accidental preemptive air strike against the 
Soviet Union. Occurring at such a critical time, this incident could easily 
have been taken for a nuclear air attack and therefore, as Khrushchev later 
said, could have pushed the Soviets to take “a fateful step.” The Soviets 
might have jumped to such a dire conclusion if the United States govern¬ 
ment had not been so careful to avoid any humiliating aggressive action 
during the preceding days of the crisis. 


Why were the decisions of the Executive 
( ommittee successful? 

We do not know why the men in the Kremlin decided to accept Ameri- 
. .i s Licit ultimatum. The United States government must have done some- 
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thing right, but the historical evidence is not yet at hand to inform us what 
that something was. One component might well have been the low-keyed 
and nonprovocative wording of the warning messages addressed to the So¬ 
viet leaders throughout the crisis. This is one of the components singled out 
by Hilsman, who has reviewed the historic events of October 1962 with an 
eye to explaining how the United States induced the Soviet leaders to back 
down. Hilsman starts with the premise that the Soviets knew they were fac¬ 
ing vastly superior United States forces that combined enormous conven¬ 
tional military power with potentially devastating nuclear power. But it was 
the way the United States handled its overwhelming power, according to 
Hilsman, that enabled the crisis to be resolved without a military confronta¬ 
tion “awesome to contemplate . . . American ground and air forces at¬ 
tacking Soviet nuclear missiles poised on their pads and defended by Soviet 
ground combat forces equipped with tactical atomic weapons.” “Flexibility 
and self-restraint,” Hilsman asserts, were the keynotes of the United States 
government’s handling of the crisis. This diplomatic approach, in turn, en¬ 
abled the Soviet Union to react with “wisdom and restraint.” In this wav. 

j 

Hilsman explains the paradox that the missile crisis, which brought the two 
superpowers to the brink of mutual destruction, had the ultimate effect ol 
producing a marked relaxation in the cold war, culminating ten months 
later in a treaty that banned atmospheric tests of nuclear bombs by both 
countries. 

Alexander George points out that the majority of the members of the 
Executive Committee resisted urgent pressures from the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff to send an ultimatum threatening an immediate military confronta¬ 
tion; instead, they adopted a mixed strategy of “coercive diplomacy.” 
which “includes bargaining, negotiations, and compromise as well as coer¬ 
cive threats.” Had the President and his Executive Committee thoughi 
about the enemy leaders in the usual stereotyped way, without considering 
how they would react if the roles were reversed, the necessary restraint 
probably would not have been achieved. This is essentially the conclusion 
drawn by Robert Kennedy, who said. “A final lesson of the Cuban missile 
crisis is the importance of placing ourselves in the other country’s shoes." 

Of course the fact that Khrushchev was forced io back down in re¬ 
sponse to the United States government’s coercive demands was a humilia¬ 
tion, but in keeping with a nonstereotyped view of the enemy. President 
Kennedy took steps to avoid rubbing it in. In their elation following the cn 
sis, some leading officials in the United States government could not resist 
gloating, as did Secretary Rusk when he remarked to a news correspondent. 
“Remember when you report this—that eyeball to eyeball, they blinked 
first.” President Kennedy then in no uncertain terms asked all members «>i 
the Executive Committee and other uoveriiineui officials to refrain liom 
saying anything publicly that could be coiisluied .is 1 1.inning a \ictoi\ I mi 
the United Stales. Almost all olticul I Muled Stales pov'ei iimrnl si.iIninail- 
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thereafter expressed respect for Khrushchev s statesmanlike role for doing 
“what was in his own country’s interest and what was in the interest of 

mankind.” 


Conclusions 


The main characteristics of the Executive Committee’s deliberations are 
at the opposite pole from the symptoms of groupthink. Had the Executive 
Committee succumbed to the natural tendencies toward groupthink during 
the harrowing days of the Cuban missile crisis, we can easily imagine what 
the outcome might have been. The solution worked out by the committee 
members during the first five days ol the crisis and the restraints they ob¬ 
served in advising specific decisions during the next eight days were not 
achieved without considerable subjective distress. President Kennedy and 
others in the committee were frequently frustrated and sometimes exasper¬ 
ated by the group’s failure to arrive at a stable consensus as the members 
vigilantly appraised and re-appraised the risks. They had to undergo the un¬ 
pleasant experience of hearing their pet ideas critically pulled to pieces, and 
the acute distress of being reminded that their collective judgments could be 
wrong. Over and beyond that, the acknowledgment of the awesome threat 
of nuclear war made them go through thirteen days of constant tension as 
they realized that these might be the last days of their lives. Nevertheless, 
instead of striving for comfortable feelings ol security, they resisted the 
temptation to develop a set of shared beliefs that might have reassured them 
that their side was bound to win and that the evil enemy would give in or 
forever regret the consequences. Perhaps the magnitude ol the obvious 
threat of nuclear war was a major factor that, along with the iinpiovcd de¬ 
cision-making procedures used by the Executive Committee, operated to 
prevent groupthink. 3 It seems probable that if groupthink tendencies had 
become dominant, the group would have chosen a much more militaristic 
course of action and would have put it into operation in a much more pro¬ 
vocative way, perhaps plunging the two superpowers over the brink. 

The key members of the Executive Committee who so successfully 
avoided succumbing to groupthink tendencies—the President, the Attorney 
General, the White House coordinator, the Secretary of State, the Secretary 


of Defense, and several other high-ranking officials—were the same individ¬ 
uals who had formed the nucleus of the group that eighteen months earlier 
had shown all the symptoms of groupthink when planning the Bay of Pigs 
invasion. The members of the Executive Committee who had not been in¬ 
volved in the Bay of Pigs decision differed little in intelligence, experience, 
outlook, and personality from those they replaced. 1 his implies that group- 
ihmL is not simply a matter id a lixed attribute ol a group, noi is it a ques- 
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tion of the types of personalities that happen to be dominant within tin 
group. If the same committee members show groupthink tendencies m 
making a decision at one time and not at another, the determining factm . 
must lie in the circumstances of their deliberations, not in the fixed atinl* 
utes of the individuals who make up the group. The determining lactm 
therefore seem to be variables that can be changed and lead to new ami 
more productive norms. 




7 _ _ 

The Making of 
the Marshall Plan 


The postwar economic crisis 

Throughout 1947, several tough-minded groups within the Truman ad¬ 
ministration confronted one of the gravest crises of the century—the threat 
of complete economic collapse of war-devastated Europe. Their efforts cul¬ 
minated in the Marshall Plan, a comprehensive and detailed program for 
supplying American funds to aid European recovery. It was developed in 
(lie State Department, headed by General George C. Marshall, who had 
urged the administration to find a constructive solution to the economic 
plight of postwar Europe. 

Historians seem fairly well agreed that the Marshall Plan succeeded be¬ 
cause it was so carefully designed and implemented. The plan not only pre¬ 
vented the crisis from worsening but it also enabled England, France. Italy. 
West Germany and other Western powers to rebuild their factories, to rede¬ 
velop their natural resources, and to restore the other sagging features of 
their economic life. Perhaps the most impressive testimony to the extraordi¬ 
nary quality of the Marshall Plan came from Winston Churchill, whose ac¬ 
tive participation in the shaping of modern history made him acutely aware 
of the likelihood that the altruistic reasons given by a major power for 
supplying aid to another nation are merely a cover for sordid intentions. 

I he Marshall Plan, in Churchill’s judgment, was “the most unsordid act in 
history.” 

liven some “revisionist” historians, who emphasize the sordid economic 
motivations of United States foreign policy during the cold war years— 
maintaining access to international markets, preventing national revolu¬ 
tions that might overturn capitalism, and interfering with Soviet bilateral 
nude ugicements acknowledge the strong altruistic component in the 

167 



168 


Counterpoint 


Marshall Plan. William A. Williams, for example, notes that “there can he 
no question that it [the Marshall Plan] did represent America’s generous 
urge to help the peoples of western Europe, and that it did play a vital role 
in the recovery of that region.” He adds that for large numbers of men. 
women, and children in Europe, it “literally made the difference between 
life and death.” 


A succession of policy-planning groups 

Like many other foreign policy decisions during the cold war, the plan 
for aiding European recovery was worked out during a period of inten¬ 
sifying crisis, in the face of a seemingly enormous threat of Communisi 
domination of Europe. But the procedures used by the Truman administra¬ 
tion to devise the plan differed in several fundamental ways from those used 
by government leaders in groupthink-dominated decisions, in which policy 
details were worked out by a single group of high-level officials, in almost 
total isolation from other government officials who might have offered a dif¬ 
ferent but well-informed point of view. In contrast, the Marshall Plan 
evolved from the work of at least six relatively independent groups of pol¬ 
icy-planners, drawing upon die talents of a large number of individuals 
from many different levels of the government. 

In the State Department, under Secretary Marshall’s leadership, three 
committees were set up to grapple with the issues posed by the postwar eco¬ 
nomic crisis in Europe: 

1. A special committee was appointed in March 1947 to study the prob¬ 
lems involved in extending aid to all foreign governments that needed 
it. 

2. A Policy Planning Staff, headed by George Kennan and established in 
April 1947, drafted the broad outline of the long-range plans. 

3. A group of senior officials at the State Department was convened in 
late May 1947 to evaluate the Kennan committee's report and a mem¬ 
orandum independently prepared by Undersecretary of State William 
Clayton. 

On June 5, 1947, Secretary Marshall made a public statement describ¬ 
ing the new plan in a speech at Harvard University. Two weeks later. Presi¬ 
dent Truman announced that he had appointed three advisory committees 
to work out further details of the European recovery plan. One of the llnec 
committees, which was headed by Averell Marriman, was given the mujm 
responsibility for formulating a full set of specific policies that could he pm 
into operation as a practical program. The recommendations of the I lam 
man Committee, together with reports on the domestic economy and oilici 
relevant topics prepared by the oilici committees .nut !*\ vidimus |<h\ciii 
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ment agencies, were then discussed and approved at meetings of cabinet 
members and other high-level officials with the President. Finally, the 
agreed-upon policies were embodied in a comprehensive plan submitted for 
the approval of the Congress. 


The task of Kerman’s committee 

Throughout the winter of 1947, Secretary Marshall had been receiving 
urgent warnings from leaders of friendly nations, diplomats, and foreign 
affairs experts: Europe was in dire economic straits and the expansionist 
Soviet Union—which had already taken over Poland and a number of the 
Baltic countries—seemed to be on the offensive, aided by internal Commu¬ 
nist movements. American policy-makers became increasingly worried that, 
with practically no resources left for military defense, the non-Communist 
countries of Europe might topple into the orbit of the Soviet Union. 

In March 1947, President Truman announced that large amounts of 
financial aid would be given to Greece and Turkey in the name of a sweep¬ 
ing new doctrine “to support free peoples who are resisting attempted sub¬ 
jugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.” This new Truman 
Doctrine committed the United States government to take an active part in 
settling the political, economic, and military problems of Western Europe 
much too active a part, according to many critics. 1 In any case, men on the 
Stale Department staff soon realized that the grave problems of the failing 
European economies would not be solved by the stopgap measures that had 
been taken in dealing with Greece and Turkey, that a more comprehensive 
and imaginative solution was required. Joseph M. Jones, a participant in 
the intellectual ferment of the fifteen weeks during which the Marshall Plan 
was-evolved, has depicted those weeks as a uniquely enlivened period in the 
usually quite dreary history of the United States Slate Department: 

The Truman Doctrine decision unleashed for the first time the creative 
effort of the State Department staff. . . . Emotion quivered near the sur¬ 
face as ideas surged forth. The responsible leaders made the breakthrough; 
but it was the Slate Department’s staff that swept through the breach made 
by the Truman Doctrine and was to a very important degree responsible 
for the advance to the Marshall Plan. 

The influential leaders in the State Department—Dean Acheson, Wil¬ 
liam Clayton, Charles Bohlen, George Kennan, and Secretary Marshall— 
recognized that the coming winter of starvation and discontent was posing 
“the most compelling world situation ever to confront the nation in time of 
peace." Millions of people were starving in all the great cities of Europe. 
Britain, with its empire crumbling, would continue to withdraw from the 
ink- of stabilizer of the European economy. Pood production in France was 
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alarmingly low. with no improvement in sight. The standard of living for 
most people in France. Italy, and Germany would soon reach subminimal 
levels and would undoubtedly lead to political disintegration, with disas¬ 
trous effects on the economy of the United States as well as on all Europe. 
With such a dire diagnosis in mind, the men in the State Department real¬ 
ized that palliative, piecemeal treatments would no longer suffice; a drastic 
cure must somehow be found. 

Upon returning from an unsuccessful attempt to get Soviet cooperation 
in a scheme for alleviating Europe’s distress. Marshall announced in a radio 
address on April 28, 1947, that Europe was in such economic distress that 
action could no longer be delayed. “The patient,” he said, “is sinking while 
the doctors deliberate.” Marshall asked George TCennan to take charge of a 
two-week crash program on European economic recovery. Kennan was to 
work with a policy-planning staff of his own choosing, to provide a detailed, 
integrated set of policy recommendations. According to Kennan, his group 
“was supposed to review the whole great problem of European recovery in 
all its complexity, to tap those various sources of outside advice which we 
would never be forgiven for not tapping, to draw up and present to the Se¬ 
cretary the recommendations” about what ought to be done for Europe. 
Marshall told Kennan that because time was running out, he wanted the 
State Department to take the initiative without waiting for Congress “to 
beat me over the head.” 


Avoiding trivia 

Marshall gave Kennan only two words of advice for the work of the 
committee: “Avoid trivia.” Kennan felt that he had neither the time nor the 
inclination to line up a staff of distinguished authorities from outside the 
government, so he confined his selection to the State Department. The men 
he selected proved to be “intellectually hard-headed people, sufficiently fa¬ 
miliar with the department to draw at many points on the wisdom and ex¬ 
pertise which the lower echelons of that institution always harbor (howevei 
little or poorly they are used).” 

The six-man group, which came to be known as the Policy Planning 
Staff, included an economist (Jacques Reinstein), a colonel of the regular 
army (Charles H. Bonesteel, III), a Foreign Service officer (Ware Adams), 
and two other experienced State Department officials (Joseph E. Johnson 
and Carleton Savage). The members sometimes met more than three times 
a day. On some days, they worked separately, meeting only to integrate 
their independent findings. They frequently consulted experts thioiighoul 
the government and had numerous mlonunl discussions with one .mothei 
Working day and night loi three weeks (llic\ had to ask loi a one week cv 







A meeting of the Policy Planning Staff, headed by George 
Kennan (seated at left), at which the members listen to one of 
the outside experts consulted during the planning and 
formulation of the Marshall Plan. 
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tension of the deadline), Kennan’s planning staff considered many alterna¬ 
tives, debated them, and made a series of decisions that were embodied in 
the recommended plan for the economic reconstruction of Europe, outlined 
in the planning staffs report to Secretary Marshall: 

We were indebted to others for many insights, even though we, in the final 
analysis, had to make our own opinion of their value. Our principle contri¬ 
butions consisted: 

a. in establishing the principle that the Europeans should themselves 
take the initiative in drawing up a program and should assume central 
responsibility for its terms; 

b. in the insistence that the offer should be made to all of Europe—that 
if anyone was to divide the European continent, it should be the Rus¬ 
sians, with their response, not we with our offer; and 

c. in the decisive emphasis placed on the rehabilitation of the German 
economy and introduction of the concept of German recovery as a 
vital component of the recovery of Europe as a whole. 

Any judgment of the role of the Planning Staff in the origins of the Mar¬ 
shall Plan will have to rest on the relative importance ascribed to these 
three features of it. 2 

The group’s report deviated markedly from traditional State Depart¬ 
ment thinking, which generally gravitates toward a course of action ex¬ 
pected to be supported by the administration, the Congress, and the Ameri¬ 
can public. This group’s comprehensive, long-term plan called for the 
transfer of billions of dollars to countries that had not even asked for help 
and probably would not ask for it. Moreover, the plan proposed that the 
Europeans themselves take the initiative in drawing up a coordinated pro¬ 
gram of recovery, rather than asking for a series of isolated appeals from 
each individual nation. Thus, the plan was to give impetus to a movemeni 
for European unity, which would build a sense of basic responsibility 
among European leaders for working out detailed solutions of their com¬ 
mon problems. 

The group did not hesitate to take the calculated risk of mobilizing, 
strong political opposition within the Congress and condemnation by vocal 
sectors of the public. The plan was going to cost the taxpayers an enormous 
amount of money, with no guarantee that countries leaning toward commu¬ 
nism would not exploit American generosity. Unencumbered by shopworn 
nationalistic rhetoric, the report by Kennan’s group did not offer any of die 
popular anti-Communist slogans customarily employed to rally support for 
a new foreign policy, in its analysis, the planning staff did not fall back on 
the usual stereotypes singling out Communist connivance as the root of Eu¬ 
rope's difficulties or justify the enormous cost of the proposed plan as nee 
essary to “contain Soviet Communist expansion.“ Rather, die report placed 
the blame for the crisis squareb on “the disruptive elVrcl ol die Wai on the 
economic, political, ami social slimline ol 1 iimpc.’* wiili us icsuliani *V\ 



A scene from postwar Germany which indicates the degree of 
disruption and disintegration caused by the war and its 
aftermath in the economic and social fabric of Europe by the 
year 1947. the eve of the implementation of the Marshall Plan. 
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haustion of physical plant and vigor.” Kennan's group distinguished care 
fully between the basic economic causes of Europe’s distress and the a! 
tempts of the Soviet Union to exploit that distress. The planning stall 
realized that as a consequence of unrelieved economic hardships and the 
persisting threat of starvation, the people in the stricken countries of En 
rope would be strongly responsive to the promises held forth by the Com 
munist movement. Secretary Marshall reiterated this nonstcreotyped point 
of view in his public announcement. The policy, he asserted, was directed 
“not against any country or doctrine, but against hunger, poverty, despera 
tion, and chaos.” 3 

In Kennan’s group—as in the White House group that dealt with the 
Cuban missile crisis—realistic appraisals were made of how the Soviet 
Union and ils satellites were likely to respond to the various alternatives 
being considered. The members did not assume on the basis of slogan isiu 
preconceptions that all the countries in the Communist bloc would behave 
in the same way and mindlessly sabotage United States efforts to help tlu- 
people of Europe. Surprising to many insiders accustomed to thinking m 
terms of the usual prejudices of American politicians was the open-ended 
invitation extended to all nations of Europe, including those with Comma 
nisi regimes, to participate fully in the recovery program. 4 


The “agony" of critical appraisal 

The proposed plan did not mature without considerable human cost 
and psychological stress, which at times nearly strained the bonds of the 
policy-planning group to the breaking point. The members of the group 
Kennan informs us, were tough-minded, and “stout in argument” through 
out their three weeks of constant “sweat.” They took very seriously then 
role as critical thinkers, not sparing each other the embarrassments and hit 
miliation of having to listen to a pet idea being subjected to incisive cun 
cism and sometimes hacked to pieces. 

Kennan gives us an inkling of what went on by quoting a synthetic c\ 
ample of “the sort of intragovernmental debates that preceded the fonmd.i 
tion of the Marshall Plan.” 

You say: “This shouldn’t be so difficult. Why don't we tell these people to 
draw up a plan for the reconstruction of their economic life and submit 11 
to us and we’ll see whether we can support it or not?” 

That starts it oil’. Someone says: “That’s no good. They are too hied 
to draw up a plan. We have to do u for them.” 

•Someone else saw: "Pven if ihev do diaw up a plan. Iliev wouldn't 
have the internal economic discipline to cans it out I he < oninnunsis 
would spike U.” 
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Someone else says: “Oh, it isn’t the Communists who would spike it— 
it is the local business circles.” 

Then someone says: “Maybe what we need isn’t a plan at all. Maybe 
we just haven’t given them enough in the past. If we just give them more, 
things will work out all right.” 

Another then says: “That’s probably true, but we've got to figure out 
how Lhe money is going to be spent. Congress just won’t pour money down 
any more ratholes.” 

Then somebody says: “That’s right; we need a program. We’ve got to 
figure out just what’s to be done with the money and make sure that it does 
the whole job this time.” 

To that someone else replies: “Ah, yes, but it would be a mistake for 
us to try to draw this program up all by ourselves. The Commies would 
just take potshots at it and the European governments would shrug off the 
responsibility.” 

Then someone says: “That’s absolutely right. The thing for us to do is 
to tell these Europeans to draw up a plan and submit it to us and we'll see 
whether we can support it or not." 

And then you ask: “Didn’t somebody say that before?” And we’re off 
again. 

As leader of the group, Kennan seems to have made it quite clear to the 
members that open-minded, freewheeling, unconstrained debating was pre¬ 
cisely what they should be doing. Everyone was urged to express any idea 
that might embody a useful proposal and to help spell out all the drawbacks 
as well as the good consequences. One of the main group norms was to sub¬ 
ject everyone’s ideas to thorough criticism. The members applied this norm 
to Kennan’s own seemingly brilliant proposals, some of which he had 
painstakingly developed during the months preceding the group’s delibera¬ 
tions: “[They] put me personally over the bumps, to drive whole series of 
cliches and oversimplifications out of my head, to spare me no complica¬ 
tions.” 

In retrospect, Kennan states in his Memoirs , this was a remarkably 
painful group experience. The members, he says, were able to “force me 
into an intellectual agony more intensive than anything I had ever previ¬ 
ously experienced.” He recounts a specific example: “So earnest and in¬ 
tense were the debates in our little body in those hairy days and nights that 
I can recall one occasion, in late evening, when 1, to recover my composure, 
left the room and walked, weeping, around the entire building.” Here we 
encounter a social atmosphere entirely different from the affable, nonargu- 
mentative sessions, pervaded by groupthink, that produced the fiascoes. 


More groups, more ordeals 

Kennan's ordeal was not confined to the critical scrutiny and endless 
debates of his policy-planning group. When the group finished its task and 
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he had submitted the report, he found himself a member of another hard- 
headed group. This was an ad hoc review board headed by Secretary Mar¬ 
shall. It included Dean Acheson, Charles Bohlen, Will Clayton, and Benja¬ 
min Cohen—all senior officials of the State Department. In advance of theii 
crucial meeting, the members were asked to study Kennan’s report and a 
memorandum on the same subject prepared independently by Will Cla\ 
ton. 

At the meeting. Secretary Marshall asked the group members for then 
candid judgments but avoided expressing any of his own views. The mem 
bers of the review board voiced specific criticisms and expressed theii 
doubts about whether some of the potentially unfavorable consequences 
could be avoided. Kennan was undoubtedly well prepared for the questions 
raised by the critical reviewers after the ordeal of the all-out debates in his 
policy-planning group. The review board ended up accepting all his main 
recommendations. 

Secretary Marshall incorporated the major elements of the plan worked 
out by Kennan’s group, as well as some of the proposals and formulations 
from Clayton’s memorandum, into his speech at the 1947 Harvard com 
mencement. This speech incorporated verbatim several key passages from 
Kennan’s report. Because Secretary Marshall had not expressed his own 
opinions either during or after the review board’s meeting, Kennan finalb 
learned of the Secretary’s favorable decision with genuine surprise as he 
read an account of the Harvard speech in his morning newspaper on June 
6. 1947. 

About two weeks later, President Truman appointed a Committee mi 
Foreign Aid, headed by Averell Harriman, the Secretary of Commerce. The 
Hardman Committee was a nineteen-inember advisory group that included 
distinguished heads of industrial firms, banks, labor unions, agricultural oi 
ganizations, and educational institutions. At the time it was appointed. 
President Truman and his advisers arranged to set up two independent sup 
piemenlary committees—one under the chairmanship of Julius A. Krug. I lu- 
Secretary of the Interior, the other headed by Edwin G. Nourse, the chan 
man of the Economic Council. Krug’s committee was to independently m 
vestigate United States resources and physical capabilities for furnishui)' 
economic aid. Nourse’s group was to study the economic effects of the Ini 
eign aid plan on America’s domestic production, consumption, and puces 
The conclusions of these two groups would be reviewed and reconciled b\ 
Hardman’s committee. The final report, to be prepared by llamman's 
committee, would thus be a comprehensive review of divergent and some 
times clashing interests and would take into account the major forms ol’np 
position to be expected from the Congress. 

From the outset there were open disagreements among the proponeni . 
of divergent economic policies within the 1 lamm.in ( ommitlee. I fillet cm < 
arose on mnnv issues, must imtabK on the sensitive question o! whethei tin 
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American economy could support a massive aid program of the type envis¬ 
aged in the State Department’s plan. The “hottest fight” ol all, according to 
a member of the committee’s staff, centered on the extent to which Ameri¬ 
ca’s crude steel resources could be made available. Out of the crucible of 
“hot fights,” the committee finally reached a consensus and forged specific 
recommendations that retained the core innovations of the State Depart¬ 
ment's version of the plan while presenting additional points concerning the 
need for reducing economic barriers within Europe and a set of guiding 
principles for administering the plan. 

This basic groundwork, according to Jones, enabled the entire opera¬ 
tion to be launched promptly enough to supply the vital needs of countries 
that were on the verge of bankruptcy. Jones concludes that the Harriman 
Committee, with the help of the extensive planning concurrently carried out 
by other government officials, produced “a body of solid preparatory work 
without which the Marshall Plan could not have been launched as a sound 
undertaking” 5 


Joys and sorrows of a noncohesive committee 

When the members of a committee represent different areas of expertise 
and different political constituencies, chances are increased that the group 
will face controversial issues squarely and will debate them before reaching 
a consensus. This built-in adversary feature was certainly an outstanding 
characteristic of the nineteen-man Harriman Committee, made up as it was 
of representatives of clashing interests within the United States economy. 
Nevertheless, noncohesive committees have problems of their own. and 
iheir problems cause errors in decision-making that are just as serious as 
lhose arising in cohesive groups that indulge in groupthink. Oiten the only 
way a laree group of people with divergent objectives can arrive at a con¬ 
sensus is through strong political pressures, which are conducive to super¬ 
ficial conformity to the demands of a powerful leader (or a powerful minor- 
ny faction). In a noncohesive group, disaffected members may deliberately 
pretend to agree with a leader’s proposals and deliberately withhold their 
objections out of fear of political or economic reprisals. This type of delib¬ 
erate conformity is not the same as groupthink, which involves genuine 
sharing of illusory beliefs. The members of a cohesive group dominated by 
groupthink tendencies remain unaware of the extent to which they are con¬ 
forming to the group’s norms. 

When a noncohesive group, like the Harriman Committee, engages in 
\ (porous debate and avoids the pressures to arrive at a quick consensus, it 
nins another risk: becoming bogged down by unproductive clashes among 
.tikersaries with irreconcilable positions. Such groups are sometimes 
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plagued by an internal power struggle, which produces bickering about .ill 
issues, large and small. 

The Harriman Committee seems to have avoided successfully boili 
sources of difficulty. The relatively high quality of the committee’s delibci.i 
lions may have been facilitated by the administrative practice of splittnli¬ 
the membership into small working subcommittees, where issues could l» 
debated by qualified men with divergent points of view and reason.il»!« 
compromises be worked out before efforts were made to obtain a consensu 
in the full committee. Still, we must recognize that even though the Ham 
man Committee did a reasonably good job, it was not a creative group. It* 
and large, it merely echoed and endorsed the main proposals of Keiinau* 
policy-planning group. Will Clayton’s memorandum, and other Stale I )< 
partment advice, adding only a few suggestions about implementation. I In 
is perhaps the most that can be expected of a large committee made up <■! 
members with diverse loyalties and interests. 


Group cohesiveness without groupthink 

A small, cohesive group may be required if the task is to draw up > 
comprehensive analysis and to find a solution that synthesizes cogent «.«m 
cepts, assumptions, and evidence relevant to a long-standing problem, ki u 
nan’s Policy Planning Staff', made up of six men from the same department 
working together intensively, seems to have been an effective problcm-sol\ 
mg group. The members knew they would be working together on mJ«|i 
tional problems after their three-week inquiry into European reconsiim 
tion. They respected each other’s competence, and appear to li.i\• 
developed a strong esprit de corps. In short, the main conditions that pm 
mote groupthink were present. How did Kennan’s policy-planning go Hip 
avoid succumbing to the strong concurrence-seeking tendency tliai pi\- 
rise to the various symptoms of groupthink? 

We can make only some tentative surmises about the critical condition 
that make a difference. One such condition involves setting up a pioup 
norm that gives highest priority to critical appraisal. In the policy-appi.n 
ing committee responsible for approving the Bay of Pigs invasion, ih> 
leader, probably without realizing it, induced the group members in give ih> 
highest priority to preserving group unity by avoiding harsh criticism*. ■•! 
the CIA’s plans. In each of the other fiascoes we have examined, the saw. 
type of norm can be detected. But in the Executive Commit tec dial dv.ili 
with the Cuban missile crisis, no such norm developed; instead, the mum 
was to discuss openly all doubts about each alternative course o! ,i< lion 
Apparently a similar norm of open critical scmlins took hold in kciin.u 
policy-planning group Adherence lit this uoiiu icqmies a delicate h.il.m*- 
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of mutual suspicion and mutual trust—suspicion about the soundness of 
each other’s arguments, combined with a basic attitude of trust that criticiz¬ 
ing each others’ ideas will not be taken as an insult or lead to retaliation. 


Role of the leader 

Certain leadership practices probably help to create an appropriate so¬ 
cial atmosphere that fosters healthy skepticism and open critical discussion 
of controversial issues. One major factor appears to be the leader’s capacity 
to abstain from pushing his own views and to use his influence, instead, 
mainly to encourage genuine debate. If the leader consistently invites open 
discussion, he need not necessarily remain totally silent about his own pre¬ 
ferences, as General Marshall did. Kennan did not hesitate to present his 
own policy recommendations to the group, but he did so in a way that con¬ 
veyed to the members that their role was to be critical evaluators, whether 
ilie proposals were being made by himself or by someone else. From his 
memoirs, it is apparent that Kennan served as a role model, placing his own 
pel ideas on the block as a kind of sacrificial lamb. His own example of ac¬ 
cepting without recriminations all the “complications," “bumps,” and 
"agony” must have made a deep impression on the participants, decreasing 
ihe chances that the group would accept any policy proposal before all the 
drawbacks had been fully aired. 

Another important factor might be the leadership practices encouraged 
bv the organization or institution with which the policy-planning group is 
affiliated. Kennan probably would not have felt so free to encourage open 
discussion if Secretary Marshall had let it be known in advance what rec¬ 
ommendations he expected the policy-planning group to make. When the 
chairman of a committee knows that his chief is favorably disposed toward 
a particular policy, he will find it difficult to avoid steering the group to give 
favorable consideration to the preferred choice. Freedom from such con¬ 
straints is probably rare in any large organization, especially in a govern¬ 
ment hierarchy beset by constant political pressures that are often felt to be 
crucial for the administration’s leaders to survive in office. In order to be 
genuinely nonauthoritarian in asking for policy recommendations on a vital 
issue of funding foreign aid, the Secretary of State would have to be willing 
to set aside temporarily such considerations and to renounce his traditional 
prerogatives to pul his own personal stamp on the policy thinking of the 
people working in his department. By remaining silent until after the report 
inun Kennaivs planning staff had been evaluated by the State Depart- 
mcni's review board, Marshall avoided imposing any obvious constraints 
i>u the free expression of critical comments in an institutional setting where 
.ill members of the staff are expected to show deference to the judgment of 
i hen superior ullicer. if lhey know what his judgment is. 



180 


Counter phi*, i 


Marshall’s way of handling the assignment may have been characlen- 
tic of his personal style of leadership. (When inviting Acheson to be mi 
der secretary of state, Marshall told him that he would expect from him 
“complete and even brutal candor,” without regard for personal feelings: "I 
have no feelings,” Marshall said, “except those which are reserved for Mm 
Marshall.”) But still, in order to abstain from giving strong hints about 
which policies should be favored when asking a committee for advice. .1 
conscientious Secretary of State would have to feel free, in turn, from spe¬ 
cific constraints from his chief, the President. Hence full and impartial c\ 
ploration of alternatives requires an organizational setting in which all kc\ 
persons in the hierarchy, from the Chief Executive down, are willing to 
withhold their initial judgments and to avoid exerting pressure to obtain 
compliance with their initial preferences. 


Avoiding insulation by involving more than 
one group 

A specific administrative device probably contributes substantially 1 *. 
the quality of the decision-making procedures of a group of policy-plan 
ners—the multiple-group structure used bv the Truman administration m 
developing the Marshall Plan. There may have been strong political reasons 
for setting up so many diflerent committees. Truman needed to muster .ill 
the support he could get from leading government officials, and he “lost no 
opportunity to widen the involvements of his own official family in 1 In- 
cause.’ But whether intended to or not. the multiple-group structure pie 
vents the decision from falling into the hands of a single, insulated group 
with no opportunity for obtaining feedback that could correct the group's 
false assumptions and miscalculations. With multiple groups there"is los* 
chance that unwarranted stereotypes and slogans will remain unchallenged 
Also less likely is psychological inertia resulting from the members’ sense ol 
commitment to earlier policy proposals if those proposals were made b\ .1 
different group. 

The group that did the preliminary work on the plan for European ie 
covery (Kennan’s planning staff) was not the group that evaluated ii (tIn¬ 
state Department’s review board). Further details of the plan were woikcd 
out by a completely different group (the Harriman Committee), which was 
expected to take account of information and recommendations from two 
other independent groups of policy-planners (the Krug Committee and ili< 
Nourse Committee), as well as from Congressmen and representatives • il 
various government agencies. I he Harriman Committee's policy recom 
mendations were reviewed bv a White Mouse group headed bv the I'o-m 
dent. 11ms, the While I louse group, m making its Imal decisions about 1 1 1. 
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specific details of the foreign aid plan, had the benefit of careful evaluations 
of a variety of alternatives that had been hammered out by leading experts 
within the government and by representatives of many different constituen¬ 
cies. This is an entirely different story from the Korean War escalation de¬ 
cisions, made from beginning to end by an insulated White House group, 
which kept every aspect of policy-planning tightly within its own hands, 
never allowing any other group of policy-planners within the government 
free rein to make independent judgments about what could and should be 
done. 

The tentative inferences 1 have extracted can be summarized in terms 
of three specific ways that groupthink tendencies might be counteracted: 

1. The leader of a policy-forming group might assign the role of critical 
evaluator to each member, encouraging everyone to give high priority 
to airing his objections and doubts openly. This practice may need to 
be reinforced by the leader’s acceptance of criticism of his own judg¬ 
ments in order to discourage the members from soft-pedaling their dis¬ 
agreements. 

2. The key leaders in an organization’s hierarchy, when assigning a pol¬ 
icy-planning mission to any group within their organization, might 
adopt an impartial stance instead of stating preferences and expecta¬ 
tions at the outset. This practice requires each leader to limit his 
briefings to unbiased statements about the scope of the problem and 
the limitations of available resources, without advocating any specific 
proposal he would like to see adopted, so as to allow the conferees to 
develop an atmosphere of open inquiry and explore impartially a wide 
range of policy alternatives. 

3. The organization might routinely follow the administrative practice of 
setting up several independent policy-planning and evaluation groups 
to work on the same policy question, each carrying out its delibera¬ 
tions under a different leader. This would prevent the appraisal of pol¬ 
icy alternatives from remaining in the hands of one insulated group, a 
prime condition that fosters miscalculations based on concurrence¬ 
seeking tendencies. 
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Generaliza tions: 
Who Succumbs, 
When, and Why 


Only in America? 

Is groupthink essentially an American phenomenon? American puMa 
administrators and corporation executives are well known for their pecuhai 
eagerness to invest time and money in brainstorming groups, T-groups. e\ 
ecutive training workshops in group relations, and the like. Does something 
unique in the national character incline American executives to rely execs 
sively on group support? If so, perhaps groupthink tendencies arc u> be 
found among policy-makers only in America. Is there reason to believe lli.n 
groupthink is not limited to just one country? 

Actually, it is simply a matter of happenstance that all the examples oi 
groupthink presented so far have involved American political and milium 
leaders. If I had been more familiar with European. Asian, and African Ins 
tory, or if I had first consulted specialists other than American political so 
enlists, I might have selected non-American decisions that perhaps would 
reveal the symptoms of groupthink. From recent discussions with specialists 
in European history, I have the strong impression that 1 could find excelleui 
candidates for an analysis of groupthink tendencies in many times and 
places—in the city-states of ancient Rome and Renaissance Italy, as well as 
in the capitals of post-Renaissance Europe—-if records of decision-making 
meetings, memoirs, diaries, and other evidence of the deliberations and m 
teractions of participants are available. 

Studies of national differences might some day show that executives m 
America are more inclined than those elsewhere to rely on group judgments 
and to indulge in groupthink. In a large series ol policy decisions by govern 
men l committees in America, groupthink tendencies imp, hi be sull'u inith 
strong lo have a uoticeabls adverse ellct l on the qualits ul decision nuking 
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in, let us say, one out of every three decisions on the average; whereas in 
European countries the average rate might be just half as great, about one 
out of six. Still, such a relatively low rate for Europe would be far from neg¬ 
ligible and would be a matter of grave concern whenever a poliey decision 
a fleeted the lives of millions of people. Of course, we are a long way from 
being able to make reliable quantitative estimates. So, for the present, we 
shall have to be satisfied with qualitative evidence that furnishes answers to 
a simpler question: Can we point to a European fiasco that makes it plausi¬ 
ble to assume that policy-making committees in nations other than the 
United States at least occasionally suffer from the symptoms of groupthink? 


Candidates for a casebook of European 
fiascoes 

In accounts of how the major powers of Europe in 1914 stumbled into 
the first world war, I recognized some familiar signs of group processes at 
work and noted several excellent candidates for case studies that might 
prove to be prime examples of groupthink. For example, in 1914 the French 
military high command ignored repeated warnings that Germany had 
adopted the Schlieffen Plan, which called for a rapid assault through Bel- 
uium and then southward to Paris in order to outflank France's defenses in 
the west. With high esprit de corps, French government officials and mili¬ 
tary leaders supported each other in ignoring the danger of being out- 
Hanked. Their reliance on simplistic slogans about French elan and shared 
illusions about France's invulnerability bolstered their decision to adopt an 
unrealistic military plan to launch a frontal assault against Germany's most 
heavily fortified frontiers in the west. They apparently continued to ignore 
all warnings about France’s vulnerability until their illusions were shattered 
when the Germans broke through France’s weakly fortified Belgian frontier 
in the first few weeks of the war and approached the gates of Paris. 

In historical analyses of the origins of World War II. another candidate 
for a casebook of European fiascoes appears, and it might even be a more 
instructive example of groupthink than any of the others: The British gov¬ 
ernment’s attempt to appease Nazi Germany during 1938 and early 1939, 
which has been called “the most discreditable episode in modern English 
history.” The attempt was carried out by an anti-war group of British pol¬ 
icy-makers—Neville Chamberlain's “inner circle”—whose unrealistic pol- 
icv of appeasing the unappeasable Nazis contributed unintentionally to the 
outbreak of the second world war. Authoritative accounts of Britain’s ap¬ 
peasement policy contain suggestive indications that the groupthink hy¬ 
pothesis may apply even when the intent of a group’s decision is to avoid 
war, miller ihan moving toward war as in all the examples of groupthink 1 
have discussed so far. 
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Popular accounts of the events leading up to World War II preseii i 
Chamberlain as a lone old man with an umbrella who imposed his own will 
upon the British government. But those who knew him well and those win 
have studied his personal diary, his correspondence, and his political .u 
lions have come to the conclusion that his decisions were constantly in 
fluenced by his inner circle of close associates—Sir Horace Wilson, tin- 
Prime Minister’s closest adviser on foreign affairs; Sir John Simon, Chau 
cellor of the Exchequer; Sir Samuel Hoare, Home Secretary; Viscount 
Halifax, who became Foreign Secretary in February 1938 (after Anlhonv 
Eden resigned in protest against the British government’s acquiescence m 
Mussolini’s conquests); and Sir Neville Henderson, Britain’s ambassadoi n< 
Germany. 

William R. Rock, in a well-documented study of the political conse¬ 
quences of the inner circle’s appeasement policy, asserts that the gap be¬ 
tween good intentions and unjustifiable practices was enormous. Althoiu'b 
starting out as a high-minded attempt to redress justifiable grievances. Rot. I 
says, the British government’s policy of appeasement degenerated into pas 
sive "surrender to aggressive and unscrupulous powers, mainly from him 
lives of fear, indolence, or simple indifference. Invariably the concession 
were made at the expense of some weaker nation." 

All the members of the inner circle supported Chamberlain's view ol In . 
special mission to save Europe from war. They pressured him to avoid co¬ 
ating a collective-security alliance with Russia, Czechoslovakia, and otlu-i 
anti-Nazi countries. Time and again, they urged him to give in to llillo 
demands for territory from neighboring countries in exchange for noilimr 
more than promises that he would make no further demands. Indeed, n w.i 
one of Chamberlain’s closest associates in the inner circle. Sir Horace V il 
son, who suggested to him the plan of unilaterally resolving the Czechoslo 
vak crisis in September 1938 by flying to Germany for a summit cont'cicm « 
with Hitler without consulting any of England’s military allies. Despite lie- 
initial doubts about the plan, the Prime Minister by-passed all the expei tv m 
the Foreign Office and elsewhere in the government, consulting mils In 
inner circle before he publicly announced his arrangements for a jTcivoii.il 
conference with Hitler. Chamberlain and his fellow appeasers were granin <1 
to receive widespread ajTproval of the announcement from the nation 
press. They did not take account of the fact that “much of the initial sup 
port from the press was based on the belief that the visit would jnoude .m 
opportunity for Chamberlain to impress upon Hitler Britain's detei mm.i 
lion to stand firm against German demands." 

Commenting on the amazing inflexibility displayed bv the memheis >< 
the inner circle in pursuit of their fallacious jniliey, as l hex allowed Vi/i 
G ermany to make one bloodless eonqnesi alter another during die pian-.l 
from 1937 to 19.39, Roek desenbes.i liisioneal |>n//le 


I he lush »i i. in is | i*| 1 in wi »i u lo r how a n \ i>m ci iiinrnl ■ < miIi I li.n <• di-lil m-i i n I \ 
Host'll tls e\rs .nnl lliosr ol llit' 11.i 1 1 o 11 to so tlr.u iml mninix'iil a pfiil 
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Members of Neville Chamberlain's War Cabinet with the 
ministers who formed his “inner circle” sittintr in the front 
row. Seated, left to right, are: Viscount Halifax, the Foreicn 
Secretary; Sir John Simon, the Chancellor of the Exchequer; 
Neville Chamberlain, the Prime Minister: and Sir Samuel 
I loare. Home Secretary. Also seated, on the far right, is Lord 
Chatfield. Minister for the Coordination of Defence. Standing, 
left to right, are: Sir John Anderson, Minister for Home 
Security: Lord Hankey. Minister without portfolio; Leslie 
1 loare Belisha, War Minister: Winston Churchill, First Lord 
of the Admiralty; Sir Kingsley Wood, Air Minister; Anthony 
l -den. Dominions Minister; and Sir Edward Bridges, 
permanent secretary and secretary of the War Cabinet. Two 
other members of Chamberlain’s inner circle were not 
members of the Cabinet: Sir Horace Wilson, permanent 
secretary (in the Civil Service) and the Prime Minister’s closest 
adviser on foreign affairs, and Sir Neville Henderson, Britain’s 
ambassador to Germany. 










PERSPECTIVES POR I III; FUTURE 

The magnitude of German preparations for war, the ruthless speed with 
which they were pushed ahead, and the vast scope of German ambitions 
were all well known to those in positions of leadership. They seemed to 
leave the government largely unmoved. 


The groupthink hypothesis may provide a large part of the solution to 
this puzzle. There are many indications that the group developed a shared 
illusion of invulnerability. Most historians and political analysts who have 
discussed the gross miscalculations of Chamberlain and his close advisers 
have emphasized their overoptimism and their unresponsiveness to impres¬ 
sive warnings from inside and outside their government. Chamberlain, in 
his private letters and diary, repeatedly mentioned his supreme confidence 
that the appeasement policy would preserve England from the dangers of 
war. On rare occasions-when he expressed his doubts, he would dismiss 
them by mentioning the reassurances he had received from one or another 
of his inner circle. 1 

The appeasers’ complacency appears to have been based on their as¬ 
sumption that Britain could assert itself as the arbiter of Europe and, if 
forced to fight a war, would certainly be successful. The members of the 
inner circle acknowledged and sometimes for propaganda purposes exag¬ 
gerated the military weakness of Britain, but they apparently were con¬ 
vinced of their capacity to win diplomatic victories through their political 
astuteness and moral influence. They had no interest in information that 
might challenge the soundness of their assumptions. They encouraged 
Chamberlain to by-pass the Foreign Office and to ignore government ex¬ 
perts who were aware of the risks of giving in to Hitler’s demands. “As earlv 
as January, 1938,” according to Rock, “Chamberlain had branded the For¬ 
eign Office ‘not sincere’ in its approach to the dictators, and all its expert 
knowledge was cast aside because the knowledge seemed in conflict with 
hope.” Every political or military analyst in the government who called at¬ 
tention to defects in the appeasers’ plans was labeled by the inner circle as a 
biased anti-Nazi who could not be trusted. 

After the war, captured German documents showed that the alternative 
policy of presenting a united military front to guarantee the independence 
of each country threatened by Hitler would have met with strong support 
from the German generals in command of the German army, many of 
whom were strongly opposed to risking war against the armies of England. 
France, and Czechoslovakia. The combined military strength of these ar¬ 
mies, they realized, was far greater than that of Germany. Wo might think 
that if only Chamberlain’s group had known about internal German oppo 
sition to Hitler’s war moves, the members would at least have debated the 
pros and cons of a modified policy combining concessions with a linn dc 
terrent. in order to achieve their goal of prevailing (lie oulhicnk ol woild 
war. The fad is llial ( liambcrlain and leading luombeis *>! die gmup ueic 
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informed more than once about Hitler's war plans and the German gener¬ 
als’ opposition to it. There is documentary evidence that the German gener¬ 
als sent at least three separate messages to the British government urging a 
firm stand against Hiller. But the members of the inner circle who received 
the information were content to rely on what their colleague Neville Hen¬ 
derson told them about the situation in Berlin. Acting as a mindguard, 
Henderson repeatedly advised the others to ignore all the inside informa¬ 
tion they were receiving from emissaries of the German general staff as un¬ 
trustworthy and irrelevant. 

Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, all members of the 
inner circle thought Hitler a sincere nationalist who could be won over to 
the cause of keeping the peaceful status quo in Europe—if he were properly 
appeased. For them, the real villains were the Communists and all those 
who stood in the way of appeasement, including Winston Churchill and 
other politicians at home who were willing to risk war in order to oppose 
the Nazis’ demands. Throughout the Czechoslovak crisis, the Czechs were 
castigated for threatening the peace because they were refusing to accept 
the concessions that the British policy-makers were prepared to give in 
order to appease Hitler, “The Czechs.” Henderson wrote to a fellow ap¬ 
peaser, “are incorrigibly pigheaded people.” “It is morally unjust,” he ad¬ 
monished in another letter, “to compel this solid Teuton minority [the 
German Sudetens] to remain subjected to a Slav central government at 
Prague.” “The moment has come,” he concluded in yet another letter, “for 
Prague to gel a real twist of the screw.” 

Whether or not all members of the inner circle shared Henderson’s ex¬ 
treme views of the leaders of the Czechoslovak government, all agreed to 
exclude them from the negotiations with Hitler and to “twist the screw” to 
get them to accept the harsh terms of the Munich agreement. Five weeks 
before the Munich agreement, Horace Wilson had assured a member of the 
German embassy, according to a document found in the files of the former 
Nazi ambassador to Britain, that “if we two, Great Britain and Germany, 
can come to agreement regarding the settlement of the Czech problem, we 
shall simply brush aside the resistance that France or Czechoslovakia her¬ 
self may offer to the decision.” That is precisely what Wilson and his associ¬ 
ates in the inner circle succeeded in doing. 

Many historians and political scientists try to explain thegross miscal¬ 
culations made by Chamberlain and his fellow appeasers in terms of their 
personality traits. Trevor-Roper, for example, highlights Chamberlain’s per¬ 
sonality defects—his vanity, his self-confidence in being able to triumph 
over any opponent, his capacity for self-deception, and his inability to toler¬ 
ate dissent. Gilbert, in The Roots of Appeasement, ascribes similar negative 
attributes to Chamberlain and refers to the chronic indecisiveness, muddle- 
headedness. and other personal delects of his principal associates. 

flic giouplhink hypothesis does not necessarily contradict this type of 
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In Munich, September 1938, Chancellor Hitler and Prime 
Minister Chamberlain shake hands after concluding Lhe 
'‘Peace of Munich.” Next to Chamberlain is Sir Neville 
Henderson, Britain’s ambassador to Germany. 
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explanation. But instead of placing all the blame on the policy-makers’ per¬ 
sonal deficiencies, the groupthink hypothesis adds that these defects are 
augmented when a leader participates in a cohesive decision-making group 
in which loyalty to group norms takes precedence over independent, critical 
judgment. Chamberlain may have been chronically self-confident and ob¬ 
stinate: he may have enjoyed the opportunity to display his capacity to out- 
debate his critics in Parliament and to win points in the political game. But 
he was, nevertheless, quite amenable to influence on occasions when mem¬ 
bers of his in-group raised objections and urged him to change his plans. 
The groupthink hypothesis highlights the importance of the social support 
received from close associates. Such support bolsters any personality traits 
that incline a leader to overlook the unfavorable consequences of his pet 
plans and of his preferred ways of doing things. The case material bearing 
on Chamberlain and the members of his inner circle suggests that a detailed 
analysis of all available historical records will show that their policy de¬ 
cisions were just as badly impaired by groupthink tendencies as those made 
by policy-making groups in the American government. Only one such case 
is required to indicate that America has no monopoly on groupthink. 


A working assumption about who is 
susceptible 

Who is susceptible to groupthink pertains not only to the nationality of 
the policy-makers but also to their personality predispositions. Some chief 
executives, for example, probably become more dependent than others on 
an inner circle of advisers and set up group norms that encourage unanim¬ 
ity. Psychological studies have shown marked individual differences in re¬ 
sponsiveness to social pressure. Some individuals consistently yield to the 
views of the majority, and others consistently adhere to their own independ¬ 
ent judgments. Recent research suggests that conformity tendencies may be 
strongest in persons who are most fearful of disapproval and rejection. Peo¬ 
ple with strong affihative needs prefer their work colleagues to be good 
friends, even if those friends are not very competent. Such people give 
priority to preserving friendly relationships, at the expense of achieving suc¬ 
cess in the group’s work tasks. 

Most of the systematic research from which these findings are derived, 
however, has dealt with superficial conformity in groups made up of 
strangers who meet together once and do not expect to see one another 
again. To understand the predispositions conducive to groupthink, we need 
studies of groups that meet together for many weeks and work on decisions 
to which each member will be committed. Such studies are also essential to 
1 1 nil out whether other characteristics of group members in addition to per- 
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sonality factors give rise to individual differences in susceptibility to group- 
think—for example, social class, ethnic origin, occupational training, prior 
experience in group decision-making. Richard Barnet, in The Economy of 
Death, emphasizes the homogeneous social and educational backgrounds of 
the officials who man the top posts in Washington. This type of homogene¬ 
ity may also be an important factor that increases the chances of group- 
think. 

Groups of individuals showing a preponderance of certain personality 
and social attributes may prove to be the ones that succumb most readily to 
groupthink. But persons with the most detrimental of these attributes would 
seldom survive the career struggles required to reach high executive posi¬ 
tions. Nevertheless, my own observations of the way successful as well as 
unsuccessful executives react when they become involved in two-week 
workshops in group relations training suggest that none is immune to 
groupthink. Even individuals who are generally high in self-esteem and low 
in dependency and submissiveness arc quite capable of being caught up 
from time to time in the group madness that produces the symptoms of 
groupthink. In certain powerful circumstances that make for groupthink. 
probably every member of every policy-making group, no matter whether 
strongly or mildly predisposed, is susceptible. I propose to adopt the general 
working assumption that all policy-makers are vulnerable whenever circum¬ 
stances promote concurrence-seeking. 


How widespread is groupthink? 

At present we do not know what percentage of all national fiascoes are 
attributable to groupthink. Some decisions of poor quality that turn out to 
be fiascoes might be ascribed primarily to mistakes made by just one man. 
the chief executive. Others arise because of a faulty policy formulated by a 
group of executives whose decision-making procedures were impaired by 
errors having little or nothing to do with groupthink. For example, a nonco- 
hesive committee may be made up of bickering factions so intent on 
fighting for political pow'er within the government bureaucracy that the par¬ 
ticipants have little interest in examining the real issues posed by the foreign 
policy question they are debating; they may settle for a compromise that 
tails to take account of adverse effects on people outside their own political 
arena. 

All that can be said from the historical case studies I have ninth/ed so 
far is that groupthink tendencies sometimes plav a major role in producing 
large-scale fiascoes. In order to estimate how huge the pet coinage might hr 
lor various typos of decision-making pomps, wo need m\rsiig.-ilimis <>1 .1 
varicls nl policy decisions nude l>\ groups o| r\r» nines who h.ivr giossl\ 
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miscalculated the unfavorable consequences of their chosen course of ac¬ 
tion. The “only-in-America” question posed at the beginning of this chapter 
could be pursued further in an examination of a substantial number of ill- 
considered decisions made by various European and other foreign govern¬ 
ments, including some from earlier centuries. Among the most recent fias- 
coes to be considered would be the Nasser government’s provocations in 
1967 that led to the outbreak of the 6-day Israeli-Arab war and the Pakistan 
government’s provocations in 1971 that led to the outbreak of the 13-day 
Indian-Pakistani war. 

A selection of United Slates government decisions to be used in further 
research on the incidence of groupthink-dominated deliberations should in¬ 
clude some made during Republican administrations that might be compa¬ 
rable to the ones made during the Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, and John¬ 
son administrations. The sample might also contain representative 
instances of governmental decisions made by executive groups below the 
top level—comparable to the decisions of Admiral Kimmel's naval group in 
Hawaii in 1941—including some having nothing to do with war and peace. 
One example would be the decision made by United States Department of 
Justice attorneys who spent several years preparing a case against Dr. An¬ 
drew Ivy, an American scientist who was distributing a worthless drug 
known as Krebiozen and claiming that it was a cure for cancer. The group 
of government lawyers, with the concurrence of administrators in the Food 
and Drug Administration, made the mistake of bringing a massive indict¬ 
ment charging conspiracy, fraud, and a variety of related crimes that could 
have put Dr. Ivy in jail for more than a hundred years. When the trial took 
place in 1966, they failed to convince the jury of the truth of these extreme 
charges; they undoubtedly would have had a solid case on lesser charges. 
The archives of other nations might also provide evidence of groupthink 
among comparable groups of bureaucrats, as in the case of the decision by 
Britain’s National Coal Board to ignore warnings about a coal tip slide in 
Aberfan, Wales, in order to save the money and time that would have been 
required for taking proper precautions. When the predicted slide disaster 
occurred in October 1966, the local school was completey buried and all the 
town’s school children were killed. 

Unwise and disastrous policy decisions made by industrial firms might 
also be examined in order to investigate groupthink tendencies in organiza¬ 
tions outside of governmental bureaucracies. Here are some likely can¬ 
didates: 

A lethal decision was made in 1961 by a group of nine directors and sci¬ 
entists of Griinenthal Chemie, the German firm that was making huge 
profits from marketing Thalidomide as a tranquilizer, to ignore alarming re¬ 
ports from physicians all over the world about dangerous side effects and to 
advertise that their cherished money-making drug was safe enough to be 
used In pregnant women, even though the firm had not run a single test to 
liml out its ellVeis «m the unborn. Within less than a year after the advertis- 
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ing decision, approximately seven thousand deformed children were born 
The German government brought criminal charges against the director 
and, as a result of civil suits by parents of'Thalidomide babies, 1 ’ the firm 
had to pay millions of dollars in damages. 

During the 1950s a clique of general managers and vice presidents oi 
General Electric, Westinghouse, Allis-Chalmers. McGraw-Edison, and 
other electric companies met together informally at golf clubs and hotels ti> 
make illegal price-fixing arrangements, confident that their firms would sup¬ 
port them in the unlikely event they were caught. But caught they werc- 
then convicted of conspiracy, fired, fined, and imprisoned. 

In 1956, the directors of Ford Motor Company decided to proceed with 
their plans to introduce the Edsel, a medium-priced car loaded with costK 
extra ornamentation designed to appeal to status-aspiring consumers, de¬ 
spite mounting evidence that the market w r as rapidly shifting to low-priced 
cars. An analysis of this marketing misadventure, which cost the company :i 
net loss of more than $300 million, indicates that ‘‘among several sources ol 
failure, stereotypes of their market blinded the company to accelerating 
sales of foreign cars, which Detroit contemptuously dismissed as ‘the 
teacher trade.’ ” 


From 1957 to 1963, the lop executives of American Express Field 
Warehousing gave warehouse receipts for 1.9 billion pounds of salad oil i<> 
Anthony De Angelis, a shady businessman who had been repeatedly m 
dieted for cheating on contracts. The executives ignored widespread rumnr. 
of trickery and never took the elementary precaution of ordering a carol ul 
inspection of De Angelis’ slorage tanks, which in fact were empty or filled 
with water. Their failure enabled De Angelis to use the good-as-gold waie 
house receipts to obtain huge loans from the American Express Compam 
and from fifty banks, brokerage houses, and export firms, which collectiveh 
sustained losses of $175 million when “the great salad oil swindle” fiiuilK 
came to light in 1963. 

Before looking into such decisions for symptoms of groupthink. wc fiM 
must check the facts in detail to make sure that each decision in the sample 
was a group product and not simply based on the judgment of one powerful 
leader who induced the others to go along with him regardless of whcilu-i 
they thought his decision was good, bad, or indifferent. This consideration 
has kept me from nominating as candidates a number of liascoes caused l>\ 
totalitarian governments—Mussolini’s decision to enter the wai m EMu 

ft -A 

when Italy was completely unprepared. Stalin’s failure to anticipate a Gci 
man invasion while implementing the Nazi-Soviet pact in 1941. IIithT 
fatal decision to invade Russia in 1941—although it is conceivable dial m 


some of these decisions the dictator’s advisers participated as genuine j »*>1 


icy-makers, not merely as .sycophants. 
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The leader’s role: Fact versus myth 

Even in nontotalitarian countries., a powerful leader's advisers may con 
form with his wishes, thinking “it is not up to me to make this decision/ 
This type of surface conformity, as noted earlier, is not the same as group 
think, which involves genuine judgments made by all members of the advi 
sory or planning group. Consequently, in each instance of an apparent 
group decision, wc must try to find out if the members concur on a miscon 
ceived policy because of internalized group norms, rather than because ol 
motivations such as fear or respect for the leader's power, which could 
make them insincerely converge on what they think the leader wants. 

In attempting to make these discriminations, we must try to separate 
facts from myths. In America, according to traditional political doctrine, 
the President has sole responsibility for every decision authorized by the ex¬ 
ecutive branch. Thus President Eisenhower was responsible for the erronc 
ous decision to send U-2 spy planes over the Soviet Union even though lie 
was not even informed about them by the Pentagon until after he had pub¬ 
licly denied that the United States had launched any such flights. President 
Truman, according to the doctrine, had sole responsibility for the Korean 
War decisions even though he was highly responsive to his advisers’ reconi 
mendations and on at least one important decision was induced to change 
his mind completely. (It will be recalled that Truman had wanted to accept 
Chiang Kai-shek’s offer to send Chinese Nationalist troops to Korea but 
was talked out of it by members of his inner circle.) John F. Kennedy rein 
forced the traditional myth by publicly assuming full responsibility for the 
Bay of Pigs fiasco. Nevertheless, his advisers knew that they shared the re¬ 
sponsibility, and some of them acknowledged feeling personally humiliated. 
The known facts about how these decisions were arrived at certainly do noi 
correspond to the myth. 

The problem of discerning whether advisers participated as policy-mak 
ers arises in connection with the major decisions made by business linns 
educational institutions, and other large organizations, whenever a leadei 
has nominal responsibility for the organization’s policies. Only decisions m 
which the consensus of a stable in-group plays a crucial role in determining 
the chosen policy are relevant to investigations of the groupthink hypothe¬ 
sis. Thus the list of potential candidates needs to be cut by eliminating those 
that cannot be classified as group decisions. 

I expect that investigations of a wide variety of group decisions will 
probably show that clear symptoms of groupthink arc present in at least a 
substantial minority of all miscalculated executive decisions governmental 
and nongovernmental. American and foreign. 1 urthermore, I expect that it 
the series of decisions made by anv single policy-making group (in the go\ 
eminent, industry, medicine, law. education. 01 aus held) is examined c.uc 
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fully over a period of several years, a sizable percentage of that group’s de¬ 
cision errors probably will prove to be attributable to groupthink 
tendencies, if the group is moderately or highly cohesive. This is what 1 
mean in tentatively suggesting that every executive who participates in 
group decisions is potentially susceptible to groupthink. 


Hypotheses about when groupthink occurs 

When groupthink is most likely to occur pertains to situational circum¬ 
stances and structural features of the group that make it easy for the symp¬ 
toms to become dominant. The prime condition repeatedly encountered in 
the case studies of fiascoes is group cohesiveness. A second major condition 
suggested by the case studies is insulation of the decision-making group 
from the judgments of qualified associates who. as outsiders, are not permit¬ 
ted to know about the new policies under discussion until after a final de¬ 
cision has been made. Hence a second hypothesis is that the more insulated 
a cohesive group of executives becomes, the greater are the chances that its 
policy decisions will be products of groupthink. A third hypothesis sug¬ 
gested by the case studies is that the more actively the leader of a cohesive 
policy-making group promotes his own preferred solution, the greater are 
the chances of a consensus based on groupthink, even when the leader does 
not want the members to be yes-men and the individual members try to re¬ 
sist conforming. To test these hypotheses we would have to compare large 
samples of high-quality and low-quality decisions made by equivalent exec¬ 
utive groups. 2 


The groupthink syndrome: Review of the 
major symptoms 

In order to test generalizations about the conditions that increase the 
chances of groupthink, we must operationalize the concept of groupthink 
by describing the symptoms to which it refers. Eight main symptoms run 
through the case studies of historic fiascoes. Each symptom can be iden¬ 
tified by a variety of indicators, derived from historical records, observer’s 
accounts of conversations, and participants’ memoirs. The eight symptoms 
of groupthink are: 

I. an illusion of invulnerability, shared by most or all the members, 
which creates excessive optimism and encourages taking extreme 
risks; 
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2. collective efforts to rationalize in order to discount warnings which 
might lead the members to reconsider their assumptions before the\ 
recommit themselves to their past policy decisions; 

3. an unquestioned belief in the group’s inherent morality, inclining the 

members to ignore the ethical or moral consequences of their de¬ 
cisions; r* 

4. stereotyped views of enemy leaders as loo evil to warrant genuine at¬ 
tempts to negotiate, or as too weak and stupid to counter whatevei 
risky attempts are made to defeat their purposes; 

5. direct pressure on any member who expresses strong arguments 
against any of the group's stereotypes, illusions, or commitments, 
making clear that this type of dissent is contrary to what is expected ol 
all loyal members; 

6. sell-censorship of deviations from the apparent group consensus, 
reflecting each member’s inclination to minimize to himself the impor¬ 
tance of his doubts and counterarguments; 

7. a shared illusion of unanimity concerning judgments conforming to 
the majority view (partly resulting from self-censorship of deviations, 
augmented by the false assumption that silence means consent): 

8. the emergence of self-appointed mindguards—members who protect 
the group from adverse information that might shatter their shared 
complacency about the effectiveness and morality of their decisions. 

When a policy-making group displays most or all of these symptoms, 
the members perform their collective tasks ineffectively and are likely to fail 
to attain their collective objectives. Although concurrence-seeking mav con¬ 
tribute to maintaining morale after a defeat and to muddling through a cn 
sis when prospects for a successful outcome look bleak, these positive 
effects-are generally outweighed by the poor quality of the group’s decision 
making. My assumption is that the more frequently a group displays Ilk- 
symptoms, the worse will be the quality of its decisions. Even when sonic 
symptoms are absent, the others may be so pronounced that we can predict 
all the unfortunate consequences of groupthink. 


Are cohesive groups doomed to be victims? 

The major condition that promotes groupthink has been emphasized as 
the main theme of this book: The more amiability and esprit dc coips 
among the members of an in-group of policy-makers, the greater is the dan 
ger that independent critical thinking will be replaced by groupthink, whu h 
is likelv to result in irrational and dcluimani/inu actions directed at out 
groups. Yet when we recall the ease studies. •>! the ( 'iih.in missile ciisis ami 
the M a i sh.i 11 I ’fa n. we mi i in isc | fu I some ca v e.i I s .i I n a 1 1 a ppl \ i up this prnci 
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alization are in order. A high degree of “amiability and esprit de corps 
among the members’*—that is, group cohesiveness—does not invariably 
lead to symptoms of groupthink. It may be a necessary condition, but it is 
not a sufficient condition. Taking this into account, 1 have introduced an 
explicit proviso in the wording of the generalization, asserting that the 
greater the cohesiveness of the group, “the greater is the danger” of a 
groupthink type of decision. Dangers do not always materialize and can 
sometimes be prevented by precautionary measures. In effect, then, the hy¬ 
pothesis asserts a positive relationship, which may be far from perfect, 
among three variables that can be assessed independently: A high degree of 
group cohesiveness is conducive to a high frequency of symptoms of group - 
think, which, in turn, are conducive to a high frequency of defects in de¬ 
cision-making . Two conditions that may play an important role in determin¬ 
ing whether or not group cohesiveness will lead to groupthink have been 
mentioned—insulation of the policy-making group and promotional leader¬ 
ship practices. 

Obviously, the main generalization about the relationship of group co¬ 
hesiveness and groupthink is not an iron law of executive behavior that 
dooms the members of every cohesive group to become victims of group- 
think every time they make a collective decision. Rather, we can expect 
high cohesiveness to be conducive to groupthink except when certain condi¬ 
tions are present or special precautions are taken that counteract concur¬ 
rence-seeking tendencies. 

When appropriate precautions are taken, a group that has become 
moderately or highly cohesive probably will do a much better job on its de- 
cision-makins tasks than if it had remained noncohesive. Compliance out 
of fear of recrimination is likely to be strongest when there is little or no 
sense of solidarity among the group members. In order to overcome this 
fear, a person needs to have a great deal of confidence that he is a member 
in good standing and that the others will continue to value his role in the 
group, whether or not he argues with them about the issue under discussion. 
Social psychological studies indicate that as a member of a group is made to 
1'eel more accepted by the others—a central feature of increased group co- 
liesiveness—he acquires greater freedom to say what he really thinks. Dittes 
and Kelley, for example, discovered in a social psychological experiment 
that when individuals in a group were given information indicating that 
they were highly accepted by their fellow members, they became more will¬ 
ing to express opinions that deviated from the group consensus. Members 
who were made to feel that they were not accepted by their colleagues be¬ 
came subdued. After being informed about the low acceptance ratings, they 
participated in the group discussions only half as often as they had before. 
When they did speak, they showed much more conformity with the group 
consensus than any of the other members did. However, these conlormists 
had developed an altitude of inner detachment from the group. This was re- 
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vealed in their answers to questions that elicited their private views, which 
showed little conformity to the group’s norms and low valuation of mem¬ 
bership in the group. Their superficial conformity appears to have been mo¬ 
tivated by a fear of being humiliated by being expelled from the group alto¬ 
gether. 

The unaccepted members in the Dittes and Kelley study probably 
reacted the way most people do in a group of high-status people who are 
strangers, before cohesiveness and feelings of security have developed. The 
highly accepted members probably reacted like members of cohesive 
groups. In the Dittes and Kelley study, die accepted members were more 
responsive than unaccepted members to new information that contradicted 
the group's earlier assumptions and more freely expressed opinions differing 
from the group consensus. This pattern of relatively independent thinking is 
probably characteristic of group members who have developed a relation¬ 
ship of mutual acceptance in which each person assumes that the others in 
the group want to know what he really thinks and will want him to continue 
as a member regardless of what he says. 

When a group has a low degree of cohesiveness, there are, of course, 
sources of error in decision-making in addition to deliberate conformity out 
of fear of recrimination. One that is especially likely to plague a noncohc- 
sive group of politicians or administrators is a win-lose fighting stance, 
which inclines each participant to fight hard for his own point of view (or 
the point of view of his organization), without much regard for the real is¬ 
sues at stake. When unlike-minded people who are political opponents are 
forced to meet together in a group, they can be expected to behave like cou¬ 
ples in olden times who were forced to live together by a shotgun marriage. 
The incompatible members of a shotgun committee often indulge in pain¬ 
fully repetitious debates, frequently punctuated with invective, mutual ridi¬ 
cule. and maneuvers of one-upmanship in a continuous struggle for power 
that is not at all conducive to decisions of high quality. This is another rea¬ 
son for expecting that policy-making groups lacking amiability and esprit 
de corps, even though spared the unfavorable symptoms of groupthink, will 
sometimes show more symptoms of defective decision-making and produce 
worse fiascoes than groups that are moderately or highly cohesive. When we 
consider the two major sources of error that beset noncohesive groups de¬ 
liberate conformity out of fear of recrimination and a win-lose fighting 
stance—we see that cohesive groups can have great advantages if group¬ 
think tendencies can be kept from becoming dominant. 

As the members of a decision-making group develop bonds of friend¬ 
ship and esprit de corps, they become less competitive and begin to trust 
each other to tolerate disagreements. They are less likely to use deceitful ai 
guments or to play sale by dancing around the issues with vapid or conven 
tional comments. We expect that the more coIicmw a group becomes, the 
less the members will delibeialelv eensoi wli.it t In* s s.in been use ol lent ol 
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being socially punished for antagonizing the leader or any of their fellow 
members. But the outcome is complicated because the more cohesive a 
group becomes, the more the members will unwittingly censor what they 
think because of their newly acquired motivation to preserve the unity of 
the group and to adhere to its norms. Thus, although the members of a 
highly cohesive group feel much freer to deviate from the majority, their de¬ 
sire for genuine concurrence on all important issues—to match their opin¬ 
ions with each other and to conduct themselves in accordance with each 
other’s wishes—often inclines them not to use this freedom, [n a cohesive 
group of policy-makers the danger is not that each individual will fail to re¬ 
veal his strong objections to a proposal favored by the majority but that he 
will think the proposal is a good one. without attempting to carry out a crit¬ 
ical scrutiny that could lead him to see that there are grounds for strong 
objections. When groupthink dominates, suppression of deviant thoughts 
takes the form of each person’s deciding that his misgivings are not rele¬ 
vant, that the benefit of any doubt should be given to the group consensus. 
A member of a cohesive group will rarely be subjected to direct group pres¬ 
sures from the majority because he will rarely take a position that threatens 
the unity of the group. 

Prior research on group dynamics indicates that at least three different 
types of social rewards tend to increase group cohesiveness—friendship, 
prestige, and enhanced competence. Concurrence-seeking tendencies prob¬ 
ably are stronger when high cohesiveness is based primarily on the rewards 
of being in a pleasant “clubby” atmosphere or of gaining prestige from 
being a member of an elite group than when it is based primarily on the op¬ 
portunity to function competently on work tasks with effective co-workers, 
in a cohesive policy-making group of the latter type, careful appraisal of 
policy alternatives is likely to become a group norm to which the members 
conscientiously adhere; this helps to counteract groupthink. But even when 
the basis of high cohesiveness is enhancement of task-oriented values in a 
well-functioning group whose members trust each other sufficiently to toler¬ 
ate disagreements, there is still the danger that groupthink will become a 
dominant tendency. Each member develops a strong motivation to preserve 
the rewards of group solidarity, an inner compulsion to avoid creating dis¬ 
unity. which inclines him to believe in the soundness of the proposals pro¬ 
moted by the leader or by a majority of the group’s members. 

A cohesive group that on one occasion suffers from groupthink is capa¬ 
ble on other occasions of gaining the advantages of high morale and free ex¬ 
pression of dissent, depending on whether special conditions that promote 
groupthink are present. The duality of cohesivencss may explain some of 
the inconsistencies in research results on group effectiveness. For example, 
Marvin Shaw in a recent book. Group Dynamics, presents as a plausible 
hypothesis the proposition, "High-cohesive groups are more effective 
than low-cohesive groups in achieving their respective goals,” but he ac- 
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knowledges that the evidence “is not altogether consistent.*’ A major source 
of inconsistency may be variation in the strength of concurrence-seeking 
tendencies, which counter the goals of a work group on any task requiring 
planning or decision-making. This is how 1 interpret the difference between 
the ineffective Bay of Pigs decision and the effective Cuban missile crisis de¬ 
cision made by nearly identical cohesive groups of policy-makers headed b\ 
the same leader. 

For most groups, optimal functioning in decision-making tasks ma\ 
prove to be at a moderate level of cohesiveness, avoiding the disadvantages 
of conformity out of fear of recrimination when cohesiveness is low and the 
disadvantages of strong concurrence-seeking tendencies when cohesiveness 
is high. If. however, the latter disadvantages can be held to a minimum b\ 
administrative practices that prevent grouplhink tendencies from becoming 
dominant, then the optimal level of cohesiveness for effective decision¬ 
making could prove to be much higher. 3 


Rudiments of an explanatory theory 

The problem of why grouplhink occurs is more difficult to investigate 
than the problem of who is vulnerable and when. But why is the heart of the 
matter if we want to explain the observed phenomena of grouplhink. An 
adequate explanation would account for the known conditions that encour¬ 
age or discourage concurrence-seeking tendencies and would enable us to 
predict the effects of conditions that we do not yet know about. 

The search for an explanation forces us to tread through a quagmire o! 
complicated theoretical issues in still largely uncharted areas of human niu 
livation. For many years, psychologists have been trying to formulate gen 
eral psychological principles that would apply to all the observed phenom 
ena of group dynamics, but no well-established theory is generally accepted 
by behavioral scientists. However, promising leads extracted from receni 
social psychological research may point the way to an adequate explanation 
of the groupthink syndrome. The evidence needed to test hypotheses about 
Lhe causes of grouplhink must ultimately come from field experiments ami 
other systematic investigations specifically designed to pin down causal sc 
quenees, rather than from historical case studies, which are useful maml\ 
for suggesting hypotheses. 

The central explanatory concept involves viewing concurrence-seeking 
as a form of striving for mutual support based on a powerful motivation m 
all group members to cope with the stresses ofdccisinn-mukiiig that cannot 
be alleviated by standard operating proeedines. Anxieties .unused In s.i 
lient risks of material losses I'm themselves and tm then nig.im/aiion m 
their nation will ueneiallv impel member, to heoune vigilant, to set m mo 
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lion the administrative machinery for obtaining objective information, and 
to institute other standard operating procedures for working out careful 
plans in order to eliminate the threat. However, other sources of stress in 
decision-making cannot be coped with so easily. For example, few. if any. 
operating procedures enable a policy-maker to cope with the threat of los¬ 
ing self-esteem from violating ethical standards of conduct. Often the 

w- o 

group's deliberations about policy issues generate within each participant 
an intense conflict between humanitarian values on the one hand and the 
utilitarian demands of national or organizational goals, practical politics, 
and economics on the other. The participant may try to reassure himself 
with the platitudinous thought that ’‘you can’t make an omelet without 
breaking some eggs.” Nevertheless, each lime he realizes that he is sacrific¬ 
ing moral values in order to arrive at a viable policy, he will be burdened 
with anticipatory feelings of shame, guilt, and related feelings of self-depre¬ 
ciation, which lower his self-esteem. Similar feelings are generated when¬ 
ever a decision-maker is faced with a perplexing choice that he considers 
beyond his level of competence or that forces him to become keenly aware 
of his personal inadequacies. For all such sources of stress, participating in 
a unanimous consensus along with the respected fellow members of a con¬ 
genial group will bolster the decision-maker’s self-esteem. 

Some individuals are extraordinarily self-confident and may not need 
the support of a cohesive group when their decisions are subject to social 
criticism. For example, the spirited symphony orchestra conductor Sir 
Thomas Beecham once said, ”1 have made just one mistake in my entire life 
and that was one time when 1 thought I was wrong but actually I was 
right.” Not everybody who is accustomed to putting it on the line as a de¬ 
cision-maker is able to maintain such an unassailable sense of self-assur¬ 
ance. 


Psychological functions of the eight symptoms 

Concurrence-seeking and the various symptoms of groupthink to which 
it gives rise can be best understood as a mutual effort among the members 
of a group to maintain self-esteem, especially when they share responsibility 
for making vital decisions that pose threats of social disapproval and self¬ 
disapproval. The eight symptoms of groupthink form a coherent pattern if 
viewed in the context of this explanatory hypothesis. The symptoms may 
function in somewhat different ways to produce the same result. 

A shared illusion of invulnerability and shared rationalizations can 
counteract unnerving feelings of personal inadequacy and pessimism about 
milling an adequate solution during a crisis. Even during noncrisis periods, 
whenever the members foresee great gains from taking a socially disap- 
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proved or unethical course of action, they seek some way of disregarding 
the threat of being found out and welcome the optimistic views of the mem¬ 
bers who argue for the attractive but risky course of action. 4 At such times, 
as well as during distressing crises, if the threat of failure is salient, the 
members are likely to convey to each other the attitude that “we needn't 
worry, everything will go our way.” By pooling their intellectual resources 
to develop rationalizations, the members build up each others confidence 
and feel reassured about unfamiliar risks, which, if taken seriously, would 
be dealt with by applying standard operating procedures to obtain addi¬ 
tional information and to carry out careful planning. 

The’members' firm belief in the inherent morality of their group and 
their use of undifferentiated negative stereotypes of opponents enable them 
to minimize decision conflicts between ethical values and expediency, espe¬ 
cially when they are inclined to resort to violence. The shared belief that 
“we are a wise and good group” inclines them to use group concurrence as 
a major criterion to judge the morality as well as the efficacy of any policy 
under discussion. “Since our group’s objectives are good,” the members 
feel, “any means we decide to use must be good.” This shared assumption 
helps the members avoid feelings of shame or guilt about decisions that 
may violate their personal code of ethical behavior. Negative stereotypes of 
the enemy enhance their sense of moral righteousness as well as their pride 
in the lofty mission of the in-group. 

Every cohesive group that is required to make policy decisions tends to 
develop a set of policy doctrines, derived from the members’ subculture, 
that provides the members with a cognitive map for conceptualizing the in¬ 
tentions and reactions of opponents, allies, and neutrals. But to be effective 
decision-makers, the members need to exercise a certain flexibility in the 
use of those doctrines in order to lake account of new information and their 
own feelings of empathy. They can then evolve sophisticated concepts that 
enable them to weigh the prospects for negotiations in the light of fresh evi¬ 
dence about their opponents’- current objectives and strategies. During a 
confrontation involving the threat of open hostilities, the loss of flexibility is 
the price a cohesive group pays to gain the greater sense of moral righteous¬ 
ness from sharing an image of the enemy as intractable and deserving of 
punishment. Stereotypes that dehumanize out-groups alleviate guilt by le¬ 
gitimizing destructive and inhumane acts against them. As Donald Camp¬ 
bell says, “The out-group's opprobrious characteristics seem [to the in¬ 
grouper] to fully justify the hostility and rejection he shows toward it." fo¬ 
cusing hostility on out-groups probably also serves the psychological func¬ 
tion of displacing aggression away from the in-group, thereby reducing 
stress arising from latent jealousies and antagonisms within the group. 

When most members fall back upon the familiar forms of social pus 
sure directed against a member who questions the group’s wisdom 01 him 
rality. they are m effect protecting a prop that helps them to keep nn\ici\ 
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and guilt to a minimum. If subtle pressures fail, stronger efforts are made to 
limit the extent of his deviation, to make him a domesticated dissenter. We 
have seen this clearly in the case of President Johnson’s in-group when one 
or two of the members disagreed with the majority’s position that air at¬ 
tacks against North Vietnam should be increased. A doubter who accepts 
the role is no longer a problem because his objections are confined to issues 
that do not threaten to shake the confidence of the group members in the 
reasonableness and righteousness of their collective judgments. At the same 
time, the doubter’s tamed presentation of an opposing viewpoint permits 
the others to think that their group is strong-minded enough to tolerate dis¬ 
sent. If the domestication efforts do not succeed, the dissenter is ultimately 
ostracized, so that the relatively tranquil emotional atmosphere of a homo¬ 
geneous group is restored. 

When a member is dependent on the group for bolstering his feelings of 
self-confidence, he tends to exercise self-censorship over his misgivings. The 
greater the dependence, the stronger will be the motivation to adhere to the 
group’s norms. One of the norms that is likely to become dominant during a 
crisis involves living up to a mutual nonaggression pact. Each individual in 
the group feels himself to be under an injunction to avoid making penetrat¬ 
ing criticisms that might bring on a clash with fellow members and destroy 
the unity of the group. Adhering to this norm promotes a sense of collective 
strength and also eliminates the threat of damage to each participant’s self¬ 
esteem from hearing his own judgments on vital issues criticized by re¬ 
spected associates. We have seen how much painful emotion was generated 
in Kennan’s group of critical thinkers working on the Marshall Plan and in 
Kennedy’s Executive Committee debating alternative ways to get rid of the 
Soviet missiles in Cuba. In contrast, the emotional state of those who partic¬ 
ipated in the groupthink-dominated deliberations that led to fuiscoes was 
relatively placid. When the mutual nonaggression pact and other related 
norms for preserving the unity of the group are internalized, each member 
avoids interfering with an emerging consensus by assuring himself that the 
opposing arguments he had in mind must be erroneous or that his misgiv¬ 
ings are too unimportant to be worth mentioning. 

The various devices to enhance self-esteem require an illusion of una¬ 
nimity about all important judgments. Without it, the sense of group unity 
would be lost, gnawing doubts would start to grow, confidence in the 
group’s problem-solving capacity would shrink, and soon the full emotional 
impact of all the stresses generated by making a difficult decision would be 
aroused. Preserving the sense of unity can do more than keep anxiety and 
guilt to a minimum; it can induce pleasant feelings of elation. Members of a 
group sometimes enjoy an exhilarating sense of omnipotence from partici¬ 
pating in a crisis decision with a group that displays solidarity against an 
evil enemy and complete unanimity about everything that needs to be 
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Self-appointed mindguards help to preserve the shared sense of compla¬ 
cency by making sure that the leader and other members are not exposed to 
information that might challenge their self-confidence. If the mindguard 
were to transmit the potentially distressing information, he and the others 
might become discouraged by the apparent defects in their cherished policv 
and find themselves impelled to initiate a painful reevaluation. 


Conclusion 

The greater the threats to the self-esteem of the members of a cohesive 
decision-making body, the greater will be their inclination to resort to con 
currence-seeking at the expense of critical thinking. If this explanatory hy¬ 
pothesis is correct, symptoms of groupthink will be found most often when 
a decision poses a moral dilemma, especially if the most advantageous 
course of action requires the policy-makers to violate their own standards ol 
humanitarian behavior. Under these conditions, each member is likely to 
become more dependent than ever on the in-group for maintaining his sell- 
image as a decent human being and accordingly will be more strongly moti¬ 
vated than ever to maintain a sense of group unity by striving for concur¬ 
rence. 6 

Until the explanation of groupthink in terms of mutual support to cope 
with threats to self-esteem is verified by systematic research, it is risky n> 
make huge inferential leaps from theory to the practical sphere of preven¬ 
tion. Ultimately, a well-substantiated theory should have valuable practical 
applications to the formulation of effective prescriptions. As Kurt Lew in 
pointed out. “Nothing is so practical as a good theory.” But until we know 
we have a good theory—one that is well supported by controlled expen 
ments and systematic correlational research, as well as by case studies—we 
must recognize that any prescriptions we draw up are speculative inferences 
based on what little we know, or think we know, about when and why 
groupthink occurs. Still, we should not be inhibited from drawing tentative 
inferences—so Ions, as we label them as such—in order to call attention to 
potentially useful means of prevention. Perhaps the worst consequences can 
be prevented if we take steps to avoid the circumstances in which group- 
think is most likely to flourish. 
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Preventing Groupthink 


A pretzel-shaped question 

One obvious way to prevent groupthink is simply to make one person 
responsible for every important decision, eliminating all the problems of 
group dynamics from the outset. But clearly this solution would be self-de¬ 
feating. Only the most authoritarian of leaders fails to recognize the peril in 
relying solely on his own deliberations. 

For constructive thinking to go on, a group must have a fairly high de¬ 
gree of like-mindedness about basic values and mutual respect. The mem¬ 
bers must forgo trying to score points in a power struggle or to obtain ego 
gratification by deflating rivals. These basic conditions are not likely to be 
created until the policy-making group becomes at least moderately cohe¬ 
sive. But then the quality of the group’s deliberations may deteriorate as a 
result of the concurrence-seeking tendency that gives rise to the symptoms 
ol groupthink. Consequently, the problem of preventing costly miscalcula¬ 
tions and lapses from rational thinking in decision-making bodies is compli¬ 
cated: How can policy-makers benefit from the cohesiveness of their group 
without suffering serious losses from groupthink? This sort of intricate psy¬ 
chological issue has been called a pretzel-shaped question and it may re¬ 
quire pretzel-shaped answers. 


I here fore, what? 

I lie difficulties of making inferential leaps from generalizations about 
the conditions that foster groupthink to concrete proposals for preventive 
a* l n mi nie essentia IK the same for our pretzel-shaped problem as for any 

:o? 
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other complicated social problem, such as environmental pollution. F. Ken 
neth Hare has pointed out that although life scientists have accumulated 
considerable knowledge about the causes and consequences of air pollution 
and other forms of environmental contamination, the scientists with the 
greatest expertise do not have the competence single-handedly to prescribe 
public policies for preventing eco-catastrophes: 

the greatest hazard in our path is inherent in Lyndon Johnson’s acid query 
“Therefore, what?” which he is said to have thrown at a group of profes¬ 
sors who had just briefed him on the Middle Eastern situation. The politi¬ 
cal interest in the environment demands proposals for action. ... At pres¬ 
ent, we are not equipped to make such proposals. 

The same must be said even more emphatically about the problem oi 
counteracting the psychological pollution of groupthink, for much less i 
known about the causes and consequences of concurrence-seeking behavmi 
than is known about environmental contaminants. Yet, as Hare points out 
the researchers who have the deepest understanding of the problems are not 
acting in a socially responsible way if they attempt to withdraw completeh 
from the arena of practical reform. Hare argues that “no important social 
problem is ever simple and none ever lies fully within the competence ol .1 
single academic discipline.” He recommends that instead of evading tin 
issue by repeating that “this is an interdisciplinary problem,” everyone who 
knows something relevant should participate in developing a new discipline 
that will tackle the social and technical engineering problems. So gre;it 1 
the need for synthesis and multivariate analysis of theoretical and applied 
problems in all disciplines, according to Hare, that a marked change is to l>e 
expected in the trend of basic sciences. Whereas the past century has horn 
the era in which each subdiscipline dissected reality in fine detail, Man 
foresees that in the next century scientists will try to understand how com 
plex systems work and how they can be changed. 

If we are to overhaul the machinery of policy-making in complex gov 
ernmental, industrial, and welfare organizations, we must certainly apph 
Hare’s advice and stop complaining about the interdisciplinary complex 
ities of the problems and start creating a new discipline that synthesi/* 
whatever is relevant from them all. What is urgently needed is a new type «»i 
intervention research, in which experienced executives familiar with 1 In 
policy-making system from the inside and a variety of specialists famili.n 
with various decision-making processes from the outside collaborate to d» 
velop viable improvements. If this type of enterprise materializes, one Inn 
of intervention research might be devoted to testing plausible recommend .1 
lions, inferred from tentative generalizations about the conditions und< 1 
which groupthink nourishes, for improving the quality of e\eciili\e d. 
cision-making. 

My answer to the acid-test question “l lieieloie. \\lul‘ , “ is lie.mls in 
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fluenced by many prior social psychological experiments and detailed 
observations bearing on group dynamics, including my own studies of task- 
oriented groups. In this field of research, we become sensitized to the vagar¬ 
ies of human response to seemingly straightforward treatments for improv¬ 
ing the quality of group products—vagaries that often force the investigator 
to conclude that the remedy is worse than the disease. Furthermore, even if 
free from undesirable side effects, the new treatments are undoubtedly a 
long way from providing a complete cure. In most cohesive groups, concur¬ 
rence-seeking tendencies are probably much too powerful to be subdued by 
administrative changes of the type to be proposed. At best, those changes 
might somewhat decrease the strength of concurrence-seeking tendencies, 
(hereby reducing the frequency of error. But is it worthwhile, then, for an 
organization to expend effort, time, and money to try to introduce and as¬ 
sess improvements with such limited potentialities? The answer depends 
partly on how much damage can be expected from collective miscalcula¬ 
tions by an organization's policy-making group. When there is no known 
antibiotic to cure a virulent respiratory disease, it is still worthwhile during 
an epidemic to find out whether some elementary precautions, such as 
slaying away from crowded places, will lower significantly the chances of 
being infected. The prescriptions I am proposing are perhaps like those ele¬ 
mentary precautions; they may sometimes help to keep us out of danger 
while the search for an effective cure continues. It is with considerable am¬ 
bivalence, therefore, that I offer my suggestions for preventing groupthink. 


Three prescriptions and their undesirable side 
effects 

The three suggestions for preventing groupthink presented at the end of 
t hapter 7 have major drawbacks. One reason for dwelling on the draw¬ 
backs is to underline the fact that these prescriptive hypotheses, as well as 
others to be discussed shortly, must be validated before they can be applied 
with any confidence. In my opinion, despite potential drawbacks, they war¬ 
rant the trouble and expense of being tested as potentially useful means for 
partially counteracting groupthink whenever a small number of executives 
m any organization meet w r ith their chief executive to work out new poli¬ 
cies. Certain of the anti-groupthink procedures might also help to coun¬ 
teract initial biases of the members, prevent pluralistic ignorance, and elimi¬ 
nate other sources of error that can arise independently of groupthink. 

I. The leader of a policy-forming group should assign the role of critical 
evaluator to each member, encouraging the group to give high priority to airing 
oh lections and doubts. This practice needs to be reinforced by the leader's ac- 
i cptancc of criticism of his own judgments in order to discourage the members 
bom soft pedaling their disagreements. 
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]f the proposed practice is wholeheartedly approved and reinforced b 
the chief executive and the other top executives in the organization’s hio 
arehy. it might help to counteract the spontaneous group pressures that go- 
rise to a premature consensus. This will not happen, however, unless ilu 
leader conveys to the members by his own actions that the task of critic.i 
appraisal is to be given precedence over maintaining traditional forms 
deference. It is difficult for the members of an amiable executive group i 
adopt such a norm, but without this basic change in orientation, no otlw 
recommendation for improving the quality of group decision-making r 
likely to be successful because each can easily be subverted bv a group m 
tent on pleasing the leader. The leader must demonstrate that he can be m 
fiueneed by those who disagree with him. He will fail to reinforce the new 
norm if he shows his displeasure by terminating a discussion when it is n.n 
moving in the direction he wants or if his facial expressions and other mm 
verbal communications belie his words. 

The proposed leadership practice has some potential disadvantages ih.n 
must be taken into account. Prolonged debates within the group can soim 
times be costly when a rapidly growing international crisis requires an un 
mediate policy solution in order to avert catastrophe. 1 Open criticism i.m 
also lead to damaged feelings when the members resolutely live up to tluu 
role as critical evaluators and take each other's proposals over the bump 
Feelings of rejection, depression, and anger might be evoked so often when 
this role assignment is put into practice that it could have a corrosive efio i 
on morale and working relations within the group. The critical-cvaluai*•; 
role assignment might have to be supplemented by an in-service trainin'’ 
program to give executives special skills for avoiding the pitfalls of uninluh 
ited debate. Further, a judicious chairman would be needed, one whose ial 
ents as a mediator enable him to head oil'disruptive quarrels and demoi.il 
izins stalemates. 

The effectiveness of a group of critical evaluators will depend on 1 1 1 »■ 
background and personality of the members. A policy-making group «»i 
bristling curmudgeons might waste their time on endless reiterations *»i 
clashing points of view. Seldom, if ever, do we find in a policy-making tom 
niittee the ideal type of genuinely reasonable people who can be counted on 
to function as constructive discussants, to take account of their colleamw - 
points of view, and to make judicious but principled compromises when tin 
time eomes for consensus. Nevertheless, many policy-making groups .10 
probably made up of people who are capable of functioning more oII <-1 
tively in the desired direction if norms that foster critical evaluation .m 
adopted. 

2. The leaders in an org<uiizatinn's hierarchy, when assigning a pain 1 
planning mission to it group, should he impartial instead a( statinv pie)et o//«. 
and expectations' at the outsit, /his pun me tcifuucs each lcn<lci n> limit h 
briefings to unbiased .statements ,ilu<m the a apt aj (hi piahlem and the Inniia 
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tions of available resources , without advocating speci fic proposals he would like 
to see adopted. This allows the conferees the opportunity to develop an atmos¬ 
phere of open inquiry and to explore impartially a wide range of policy alterna¬ 
tives. 

The expected benefit of this leadership practice is that it avoids setting a 
group norm that will evoke conformity with the leader’s views. Among the 
hazards, however, is a potential cleavage between the leader and the mem¬ 
bers, which could become a disruptive power struggle if the chief executive 
regards the emerging consensus among the members as anathema to him. 2 
Having lost the opportunity at the outset to steer the group, an inflexible 
chief might fight with the others, reject their consensus, or disband the 
group entirely. Even if no rift develops, the chief may feel so frustrated that 
he becomes more directive than ever. Perhaps the proposed nondirective 
leadership practice will work only when the chief can be genuinely open- 
minded in all stages of decision-making and values the judgment ol the 
group sufficiently to abstain from using his power when the others reach a 
consensus that displeases him. 

3. The organization should routinely follow the administrative practice of 
setting up several independent policy-planning and evaluation groups to work on 
the same policy question . each carrying out its deliberations under a different 
leader. 

This practice—which many specialists in administrative sciences advo¬ 
cate for other reasons—would prevent insulation of an executive in-group 
from challenging information and independent judgments by well-qualified 
outsiders. Many executives object to it, however, on the grounds that the 
more people consulted, the greater is the risk of a security leak. This risk 
would have to be tolerated, or the security problem would have to be solved 
by adopting measures that could be applied to a larger number of partici¬ 
pants without being inordinately cosily in time, money, efficiency, and mo¬ 
rale. Another drawback is that the more organizational units involved in 
policy formation, the greater is the opportunity for intraorgani/ational poli¬ 
tics to play a determining role. Harold Wilensky has emphasized this draw¬ 
back in Organizational Intelligence : 

President Eisenhower . . . made the National Security Council “the cli¬ 
max of a ponderous system of boards, staffs and interdepartmental com¬ 
mittees through which national security policy was supposed to rise to the 
top” [Schlesinger wrote in A Thousand Days]. As a result, the NSC was 
converted into a forum for intramural neuotiaiions; what Dean Acheson 
called “agreement by exhaustion” blurred policy discord. An ironic ieature 
of such a system is that men of good will are moved to obfuscate their posi¬ 
tions and overstate agreements with their rivals, on behalf of an ultimate 
consensus. . . . When they cannot cope with issues by glittering generali¬ 
ties icpreseiuing the lowest common denominator of agreement, such sti- 
pcrcomimilccs avoid conlroversial issues entirely, delay decisions, refer is- 
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sues to other committees, or engage in logrolling, as when the Navy trades 
off support for more Air Force wings in return for Air Force support for 
more Navy carriers. Sharp questions, cogent arguments, minority posi¬ 
tions, a clear calculation of gains and costs are lost to view. 

Furthermore, when many different planning and evaluation groups di 
liberate, none of them feels responsible for making a careful assessment <>! 
the policy’s drawbacks. These are the circumstances that encourage a ”l< i 
George do it” attitude and the even more pervasive presumption tli.ii 
‘‘George must have already done it.” Warren Weaver speaks of an organi 
zation whose top administrators take great pride in the series of scheduled 
steps that each new proposal has to go through before reaching them, with 
out realizing that they are allowing responsibility to be so diffuse that no 
one actually takes on the task of making a careful evaluation: Lt By the time 
the proposal reaches the higher levels of responsibility, the number of exam 
inations and successive interim approvals is so impressive that there is an 
almost overwhelming temptation to assume that the real decision has a I 
ready been made.” 

To minimize the risks, guidelines might be formulated that specify tin- 
responsibilities of each group and define the role of each participant, cm 
phasizing that primary loyalty is expected to the organization as a whole 
rather than to a local unit. Further, it may be possible to select statesmen 
like executives capable of surmounting the chronic rivalries that plague 
every large bureaucracy—men who can be counted on to assess objective^ 
the potential gains and losses for each policy alternative without always gi\ 
ing priority to the special interests of their own unit in its power struggle, 
within the organization. The ultimate success of a multiple-group proced im¬ 
probably depends on whether these and other safeguards can be into* 
duced. Otherwise the multiple-group antidote to group think could spawn a 
virulent form of politicking that is a worse disease than the one it is sup 
posed to prevent. 


More prescriptions to offset insulation 

Additional prescriptive hypotheses based on inferences from the genei 
alizations stated in Chapter 8 concerning the conditions under winch 
groupthink is least likely to occur might help prevent groupthink. The c<>si\ 
and potential losses are essentially the same as those fust described for Mu* 
first three prescriptions; the reader will undoubtedly think of additional 
ones. Suffice it to say that all the recommendations pose obvious risks: I In- 
proposed procedures' may lower group coliesivencss and correspomhiii'K 
lower the morale ol the participants, as consensus continues to elude them 
I hey may also prove to he prohibitively cosils in taking up the piecnm 
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lime of already overburdened executives. Nevertheless, these prescriptions 
seem to hold the promise of somewhat reducing the chances of groupthink 
at a moderate cost, if they are implemented flexibly by sensible executives 
who do not suffer fools gladly and who do not gladly allow themselves to be 
made into fools. Like the first three, the additional prescriptions offer only a 
partial cure. 

The next three prescriptions take account of the need to offset the po¬ 
tentially adverse effects of insulation of the policy-making group; they 
would be especially applicable when the multiple-group structure cannot be 
implemented. 

4. Throughout the period when the feasibility and effectiveness of policy al¬ 
ternatives are being surveyed, the policy-making group should from time to time 
divide into two or more subgroups to meet separately, under different chairmen , 
and then come together to hammer out their differences. 

The formation of subgroups might reduce the chances that the entire 
group will develop a concurrence-seeking norm and increase the chances 
that illusory assumptions will be critically examined before a consensus is 
reached. Subgrouping was one of the procedures used by the Executive 
Committee during the Cuban missile crisis, and it appears to have contrib¬ 
uted to the effectiveness of that group’s critical appraisals. 

5. Each member of the policy-making group should discuss periodically the 
group's deliberations with trusted associates in his own unit of the organization 
and report back their reactions. 

Here I am assuming that each policy-maker’s circle of associates can be 
trusted to adhere to the security regulations that govern the policy-makers. 1 
also assume that each circle will include men with somewhat different types 
of expertise, outlooks, and values, so that they can be expected to make in¬ 
dependent criticisms and perhaps offer some fresh solutions. In order for 
the home-office meetings to be effective, each policy-maker would have to 
conduct them in a nondirective style that encourages free discussion, taking 
on the role of information-seeker rather than of proselytizing boss. When 
reporting back to the group, each policy-maker would have to take on the 
role of information-transmitter and try to describe accurately all varieties of 
reactions, not specially singling out those that support his own views. 

Consider what would have happened at the Bay of Pigs planning ses¬ 
sions if, instead of restricting discussion to the small group of advisers dom¬ 
inated by the two CIA leaders who had evolved the plan, Secretary Rusk 
had conducted a genuine evaluation meeting with trusted associates in the 
State Department, Secretary McNamara had done the same in the Defense 
I )epartment, and each of the others had done likewise in his home office. 
Chances are that the members of the planning group would have been 
rudely shaken out of their complacency as they encountered strong negative 
mictions like the horror that Chester Bowles is reported to have expe- 
iienccd .iI the one planning session he attended. When Bowles submitted 
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his criticisms in a memorandum and spoke privately to Rusk, his objections 
were quickly brushed aside: Rusk did not permit the memorandum to he 
shown to the President or to anyone else. Wouldn’t a member of a polics 
making group be much less likely to protect the group from such outside in 
fluence, to take on the functions of a mindguard, if he were to encounici 
strong objections to a preferred policy alternative from more than one col 
league, especially when he knew that the policy-making group was expect 
ing him to report back on what was actually said at the meetings in his 
home office? 

6. One or more outside experts or qualified colleagues within the organize 
t i on who are not core members of the policy-making group should be invited /-■ 
each meeting on a staggered basis and should be encouraged to challenge the 
views of the core members. 

In order to counteract a false sense of complacency about risky dc 
cisions, the visitors would have to be trustworthy associates carefully se 
lected because of their capacity to grasp nfcw ideas quickly, perspicacity in 
spotting hidden catches, sensitivity to moral issues, and verbal skill in trails 
mitting criticism. Such outsiders were, in fact, deliberately brought into the 
Executive Committee’s meetings during the Cuban missile crisis, and dies 
were urged to express tlieir objections openly. This atmosphere was quite 
different from the one that prevailed throughout the Bay of Pigs plaumn 
sessions, where, with rare exceptions, the discussants at every meeting wen* 
always the same men. 

Additional safeguards might be needed to ensure that the objective «»t 
inviting well-qualified visitors is not neutralized or subverted. First, visilois 
who are likely to raise debate-worthy objections should be invited long be 
fore a consensus has been reached, not after most of the core members haw 
made up their minds, as was the case when Senator Fulbright was invited m 
participate in the Bay of Pigs deliberations. Second, each visitor should In- 
asked to speak out about his qualms and not brood silently, as Bowles I cl i 
constrained to do when he attended a Bay of Pigs planning session. Third, 
after the visitor speaks his piece, the chairman should call for open discus 
sion of his objections instead of moving on to other business, as President 
Kennedy did after Senator Fulbright gave his rousing speech at the linn I 
planning session about the undesirable political and moral consequences ol 
the Bay of Pigs invasion plan. 


More prescriptions to offset leadership bias 

These prescriptions arc designed to help ollsel leadership practices ilut 
bias the group’s deliberations’ and that establish t’oih iii ience-seek mg .is ,m 
informal group norm. 
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7. At every meeting devoted to evaluating policy alternatives, at least one 
member should be assigned the role of devil's advocate. 

Whenever assigning the role oF critical evaluator to every member of' 
the group is not Feasible, assigning the devil’s advocate role to one or two 
members may be oF some limited value. In recent years, however, use oF a 
devil's advocate has become popular among high-level executives, and 
many go through the motions without any apparent effect. For example. 
President Johnson and other leading members oFhis Tuesday Lunch Group 
claimed that they had devil's advocates in their midst each time they de¬ 
cided to intensiFy the air war against North Vietnam. But those devils were 
not verv devilish. James C. Thomson has informed us, on the basis of his 
observations during several years of service on the White House staff, that 
the devil's advocates in Johnson’s inner circle quickly became domesticated 
and were allowed by the President to speak their piece only as long as they 
remained within the bounds of what he and other leading members of the 
group considered acceptable dissent. George Reedy, who was President 
Johnson's press secretary For a time, adds that within Johnson’s councils 
‘‘[the official devil’s advocate’s] objections and cautions are discounted be¬ 
fore they are delivered. They are actually welcomed because they prove for 
the record that decision was preceded by controversy.” Alexander George 
also comments that, paradoxically, the institutionalized devil’s advocate, in¬ 
stead of stirring up much-needed turbulence among the members of a pol¬ 
icy-making group, may create the “comforting Feeling that they have con¬ 
sidered all sides of the issue and that the policy chosen has weathered 
challenges From within the decision-making circle.” He goes on to sav that 
after the President has Fostered the ritualized use oF devil’s advocates, the 
top-level officials may learn nothing more than how to enact their policy¬ 
making in such a way as to meet the informed public’s expectation about 
how important decisions should be made and “to project a Favorable image 
into the ‘instant histories’ that will be written shortly thereafter.“ 

The problem, then, is how to avoid tokenism on the part of the ehicl ex¬ 
ecutive, how to inject a genuine effort that will not belie the instant hislori 
ahs’ reassuring picture of healthy controversy. If the leader genuinely wants 
the group to examine opposing arguments, he will have to give the devil’s 
advocate an unambiguous assignment to present his arguments as cleverly 
and convincingly as he can, like a good lawyer, challenging the testimony of 
those advocating the majority position. This does not mean that the leader 
has to transform the meetings with his policy advisers into a kind of formal 
debate or that the devil’s advocate should be strident, rude, or insolent in 
pressing for an alternative point of view. The most effective performers in 
I he role are likely to be those who can be truly devilish by raising new issues 
in a conventional, low-key style, asking questions such as, “Flaven’t we per¬ 
haps overlooked . . . ?” “Shouldn’t we give some thought to . . . ?” The 
i hicf executive must make it clear by what he says and does that the listen- 
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crs are expected to pay close attention to all the devilish arguments and to 
take them up one by one for serious discussion. The group might adopt es¬ 
sentially the same supplementary procedures suggested for dealing with the 
points raised by outsiders who introduce fresh notes into the group’s delib¬ 
erations. 

During the Cuban missile crisis. President Kennedy gave his brother, 
the Attorney General, the unambiguous mission of playing devil’s advocate, 
with seemingly excellent results in breaking up a premature consensus. Bui 
the vehemence with which Robert Kennedy plunged into the role may have 
cost him a considerable amount of popularity among his colleagues on the 
Executive Committee, and had he not been the President's brother, this 
might have damaged his government career. Perhaps rotating the role 
among the most talented role-players in the group would help solve this 
problem and hamper the build-up of subtle pressures that induce domesti¬ 
cation of the role. With one fresh contender after another on hand to dial 
lenge the consensus of the majority, the devil could gel his due at the meet 
ings and not afterward. 

8. Whenever (he policy issue involves relations with a rival nation or organ 
ization, a sizable bloc of time (perhaps an entire session) should be spent survey 
ing all warning signals from the rivals and constructing alternative scenarios of 
the rivals’ intentions . 

To counteract the members’ shared illusions of invulnerability and then 
tendency to ignore warning signals that interfere with complacency, the 
leader may have to exert special efforts to induce himself and his colleagues 
to pay sufficient attention to potential risks to make realistic contingency 
plans. Even when men have a role assignment requiring them to be vigilant, 
they are likely to disregard intelligence reports and warnings about a poten 
tial danger if there is a preexisting consensus among members of their refei 
ence group that the particular threat is improbable. Thomas Schelliug 
speaks of the “poverty of expectations" that prevented the military ami 
manders at Pearl Harbor from considering that the warning signals the\ 
were receiving during 1941 might point to an oncoming Japanese attack 
“Unlike movies," he points out, “real life provides no musical background 
to tip us off to the climax.” 

When participants in a policy-planning group are being briefed ahoui 
their rival’s latest moves, audio-visual aids that provide the equivalent «*i 
melodramatic background music might overcome their poverty of expect,i 
tions, especially when their complacency is grounded in unanimous agree 
ment that the warning signals point only to minor threats that can be snick 
ignored. 

Setting aside a block of time for thorough consideration of the poienti.il 
risks probably has to be made an institutionalized requirement; otherwise 
any bearer of ill tidinus is likely to meet the late ol ("ass.nulra, whose ua u 
rate prophecies of catastrophe weie nevei taken senoiislv. Biiclinps by in 
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telligence specialists might be supplemented by films or illustrated talks pre¬ 
pared by a skilled scenario writer who deliberately takes on the role of 
Cassandra's advocate, calling attention as vividly as possible to alarming in¬ 
terpretations of the evidence at hand that might otherwise be overlooked. 

I am not proposing that Hollywood-like productions become standard 
fare in high government counsels, which could bring us closer to the day 
when the Pentagon will routinely commission horror films for use along 
with other forms of scare propaganda to persuade congressional commit¬ 
tees to increase their appropriations to the armed forces. What I have in 
mind is an occasional presentation of multiple scenarios as a stimulant to 
the imagination of the members of a policy-making group, which could 
arouse a state of constructive vigilance in an inert group that has been re¬ 
posing in tranquil overconfidence. Perhaps the model for the presentation 
of multiple scenarios should be the great Japanese film Rashomon , directed 
by Akira Kurosawa. This film presents four entirely different scenarios suc¬ 
cessively, each explaining the same events (a sexual assault and a murder) 
in a different way, attributing entirely different motivations to the princi¬ 
pals, yet accounting equally well for the known facts. 

Of course if the most ominous interpretation of an enemy’s activities is 
presented convincingly, a group of government policy-makers might overre¬ 
act to relatively innocuous events and become all too ready to launch a 
preemptive first strike. In the series of Rashomon-like alternative scenarios 
there should always be at least one that plausibly attributes benign inten¬ 
tions to the enemy; this might help prevent such overreactions. To ensure 
careful weighing of the evidence, additional safeguards against precipitous 
judgment might be needed. For example, after bringing in outside experts 
to brief the policy-making group, the leader might assign several members 
the task of evaluating all warning messages and information about risks 
that need to be taken into account for contingency planning, in carrying 
out this task, the participants might find it useful to assume that there is 
some truth and also some exaggeration in every unwelcome message, before 
they begin any discussion that moves in the direction of either acting on it 
or dismissing it as irrelevant. 

Psychodramatic role-play exercises might also be used to overcome the 
influence of stereotypes and to facilitate understanding of the rivals’ warn¬ 
ings, enabling the group to predict more accurately the probable responses 
to one or another course of action. For example, after intelligence experts 
have given a factual briefing on, say, the Chinese Communists’ ambiguous 
threats during a new international crisis in the Far East, the members of a 
foreign policy planning group who are most familiar with the beliefs and 


values of the Chinese leaders might try out a psychodramatic procedure in 
which they assume the role of their opposite numbers in Peking. The psy¬ 
chodrama might be enacted as a meeting during which the Chinese leaders 


talk over their < 


options for dealing with the crisis and the countermoves they 
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might make if the United States takes a hard line versus an ameliorative 
stance. Had this type of role-play exercise been conducted by Truman's ad 
visers in the fall of 1950, they might have taken much more seriously the re¬ 
peated warnings from Communist China and become reluctant to approve 
General Mae Arthur’s catastrophic policy of pursuing the North Korean 
army to the Manchurian border. 

The same type of role-playing might be useful in overcoming compla 
cency in a group that collectively judges a series of warnings to be inapph 
cable and sees no reason to prepare contingency plans for dealing with the 
potential danger. Suppose that a role-play exercise had been carried out In 
the group of United States Navy commanders in Hawaii on December J 
1941. the day that Admiral Kimmel, after being informed by the chief ol 
naval intelligence that no one in the Navy knew where the Japanese aireraii 
carriers were, jokingly asked if they could be heading straight for Hawaii. It 
the exercise of playing the role of Japan's supreme military command had 
been carried out seriously, isn't it likely that at least a few of the high 
ranking naval officers responsible for the defense of Hawaii would have ai 
gued against the prevailing view that the war warnings they had been re 
ceiving during the past week did not warrant the expense of a full alert .n 
Pearl Harbor or a 360-degree air patrol around the Hawaiian Islands’. 1 

9. After reaching a preliminary consensus about what seems to be the he\t 
policy alternative, (he policy-making group should hold a “second chanr, 
meeting at which every member is expected to express as vividly as he can nil 
his residual doubts and to rethink the entire issue before making a definim, 
choice. 

In order to prevent a premature consensus based on unwarranted c\ 
pectations of invulnerability, stereotypes about the enemy, and other une\ 
amined assumptions shared by members of the group, the second-chattm 
session should be held just before the group takes a definitive vote or tom 
mits itself in any other way. At this special meeting, every member should 
be encouraged to become the devil’s advocate and Cassandra's advoc.m 
challenging his own favorite arguments and playing up all the risks. I’.vm 
one should deliberately set himself the task of presenting to the group ;m\ 
objections he can think of that have not yet been adequately discussed. In 
order to stimulate a freewheeling, open discussion in which residual doubt. 
are frankly expressed, the members might be asked to read in advance an 
eloquent document presenting opposing arguments prepared by opponent-- 
of the chosen policy. In giving out such an assignment on occasions when ,i 
consensus has been reached rapidly, the leader might take as his model tin 
statement made by Alfred P. Sloan, a former chairman of General Moiui 
who reportedly announced at a meeting of his fellow policy-makers; 

Gentlemen. I take it we are all in complete apeement on the decision hen- 
Then I pi oposc we postpone t in thei dist iismoii ol I In*. ni;i ttei mil il oin 
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next meeting to give ourselves time to develop disagreement and perhaps 
gain some understanding of what the decision is all about. 

To encourage members to reveal vague forebodings, it might not be a 
bad idea for the second-chance meeting to take place in a relaxed atmos¬ 
phere far from the executive suite, perhaps over drinks (as sometimes hap¬ 
pens spontaneously anyhow). According to a report by Herodotus dating 
from about 45 b.c.. whenever the ancient Persians made a decision fol¬ 
lowing sober deliberations, they would always reconsider the matter under 
the influence of wine. Tacitus claimed that during Roman times the Ger¬ 
mans too had a custom of arriving at each decision twice, once sober, once 
drunk. Some moderate, institutionalized form of allowing second thoughts 
to be freely expressed before the group commits itself might be remarkably 
effective for breaking down a false sense of unanimity and related illusions, 
without endangering anyone’s reputation or liver. 


Tooling up for innovations 

Recognizing that each innovation in policy-making procedures can in¬ 
troduce new sources of error that might be as bad as or worse than group- 
think. we can see why public administrators and executives in large private 
organizations might have solid reasons for resisting any change in their 
standard procedures. Nevertheless, innovative executives who know their 
way around the organizational maze may be able to figure out how to apply 
one or another of the prescriptions successfully, without producing harmful 
side effects. If they were to invite well-qualified behavioral scientists to col¬ 
laborate with them, they might obtain something more than academic ad¬ 
vice from the sidelines. Some behavioral scientists (though, alas, not many) 
possess that rare set of skills required for developing and making objective 
assessments of new administrative procedures. A few specialists in adminis¬ 
trative science, for example, have developed ways of applying the most so¬ 
phisticated methods of assessment used in engineering and the behavioral 
sciences to problems that arise in connection with executive functions in 
large organizations. They know a great deal about obtaining data from field 
studies to evaluate innovations for coordinating the operations of the spe¬ 
cific units of an organization so as to determine whether the proposed 
changes will achieve the goals of the organization as a whole. Research 
teams of specialists from several different behavioral science disciplines 
have dealt with management problems such as the allocation of available 
le.sources, the scheduling of sequential tasks, the replacement of facilities, 
and the development of effective steps for carrying out information searches 
that will supply policy-makers with the information they need at the lowest 
ii>st and with the fewest errors. The same systematic methods used bv re- 
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search teams to deal with these problems—evaluating the effects of chang¬ 
ing a given procedure in one unit of the organization on every other aspect 
of the unit’s functioning and on the organization as a whole—might be ap¬ 
plied to problems concerning the procedures used by an executive commit¬ 
tee making its policy decisions. 

Imaginative workers in the new field of research on policy-making pro¬ 
cedures might be able to develop the equivalent of a wind tunnel for a series 
of trial runs to pretest various anti-groupthink procedures before going to 
the expense of setting up a field test. For example, in recent studies of politi¬ 
cal gaming, small groups of middle-level executives (who are thought to 
have the potential for eventually becoming top-level executives) are given 
decision-making exercises in simulated crises. In one exercise, conducted 
during a three-day period at the Center for International Studies at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, two teams of executives met sepa¬ 
rately to arrive at policy decisions in a simulated clash between the United 
States and the Soviet Union centering around a Communist revolt in an un¬ 
derdeveloped country, similar to the situations that led to United States in¬ 
tervention in Korea and Vietnam. Both sides initially tried to avoid inter 
vention and a direct confrontation, but these cautious strategies gradually 
gave way to military policies involving considerable risks, just as in real life. 
While these decisions were being made, it was clear that each side was mis 
understanding the intentions of the other and was drawing incorrect in 
terences because of stereotyped images and unexamined preconceptions 
about how the rival group would react. This too resembles what has hap¬ 
pened in groups making real-life decisions. 

One of the limitations of political game-playing is that it does not gen 
erate the severe stress and intense need for social support that arise in real 
international crises. Nevertheless, some symptoms of groupthink may rcgu 
larly appear when group decision-making exercises are carried out in the 
context of simulated international crises. It should be possible to use them 
to try out various anti-groupthink prescriptions to see what the problems 
are, to find out how the problems can most easily be eliminated, and then Id 
evaluate the success in preventing the worst effects of groupthink. The poln 
ical gaming exercises might also be useful for training executives. Briefing 
sessions could be held afterward to enable them to become aware of symp 
toms of groupthink and other manifestations of group dynamics. 

A collaborative team made up of practical-minded men from inside the 
organization working with behavioral scientists who spend enough time 
tooling up to understand what the insiders tell them ought to be able to find 
a relatively painless way to carry out field studies to assess the long-run 
effectiveness of the most promising innovative procedures. The objective 
evaluations made by a team of administrators and behavioral scientist', 
could weed out ineffective and harmful procedures and provide solid c\ i 
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dence to keep the good ones going. By accumulating systematic evidence, 
they could contribute to the transformation of rational policy-making from 
a haphazard art into a cumulative science. In the absence of sound evalua¬ 
tion studies, improvements in decision-making procedures have a chancy 
existence and often get lost in the shuffle of changing personnel at the top of 
the organization. Consider the promising innovations introduced by Presi¬ 
dent Kennedy after the humiliation of the Bay of Pigs fiasco. We have seen 
that he made several major changes along the lines of some of the foregoing 
prescriptions for counteracting groupthink and improved the quality of de¬ 
cision-making on subsequent occasions, including the Cuban missile crisis. 
What happened to those innovations after Kennedy’s death? Evidently they 
were regarded simply as part of Kennedy’s personal style of leadership and 
were promptly dropped by his successor, who had his own way of doing 
things. If a solid body of evidence had been available to show that those 
procedures would generally be effective in various policy-making bodies 
headed by men other than John Kennedy, there might have been strong 
pressures to retain the innovations. The belter the evidence showing that a 
given innovation is effective in a variety of different organizations and at all 
levels of management, the more confidence everyone can have that the pre¬ 
scription is a valid generalization and the better the chances are that it will 
be retained when new top executives replace those who initiated the change. 


The ethical issue 

The type of innovation I have been discussing confronts us with a 
rather painful ethical issue that is a source of embarrassment for anyone 
who would like to see improvements in the policy-making procedures in our 
society: Suppose that knowledge about how to prevent groupthink turns 
out to have practical value for improving the effectiveness of policy-making 
groups. Who will benefit? Will it be good or bad for the Jews? For the 
Christians? For the blacks? For the whites? For the hawks? For the doves? 
For the men in power? For the oppressed who are striving for power? All 
along, 1 have assumed that many people are inadvertently victimized when 
war-and-peace decisions are dominated by groupthink, that many lives are 
unintentionally sacrificed as a result of ill-conceived nationalistic policies. 
In the back of my mind has been the expectation (and hope) that improving 
the efficiency of policy-making groups will increase the chances that they 
will fulfil their humanitarian goals along with their other goals. 

But, of course, there is a rub. Suppose that a policy-making body talks 
about humanitarianism only for window dressing, while secretly believing 
thai whatever is good for “our group” will be good for mankind. For any 
exploitative, totalitarian, or criminalistic gang, wouldn’t the prevention of 
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groupthink be contributing to evil rather than good by helping them to be 
more successful? Yes, of course. Any improvement in the efficiency of de¬ 
cision-making, unfortunately, can be used for evil as well as for good. Pre¬ 
vention of groupthink cannot be expected to provide a cure for evils inten¬ 
tionally perpetrated by a policy-making group, any more than a cure for the 
bedsores afflicting patients in a cancer ward will restore them to full health. 

Where does that leave us? My answer is that a cure for staphylococcus 
infection can be worthwhile even if it does not cure cancer. The evils that 
are deliberately perpetrated by policy-making groups must be fought as 
people have always fought them, through persistent political confrontations 
that challenge the legitimacy of bad policies and through concerted efforts 
to change public attitudes to win the support or large constituencies fin 
good policies. This struggle is often carried out by small groups of dedicated 
men and women who are deeply committed to democratic and humanitni 
ian values. One hopes that these groups are open to innovation and will 
want to avoid the unfortunate consequences of groupthink. Similarly, tin- 
policy-making groups in large organizations that take democratic and hu 
manitarian values seriously might be less hidebound than those striving pn 
marily to maintain traditional bureaucratic or conventional values. Mas 
be there are grounds, therefore, for being somewhat optimistic about tin 
possibility that some groups with good values will take seriously the lech 
niques for preventing groupthink in their own policy-making deliberation*, 
and make good use of those techniques. 

Most of what I have just been saying boils down to a simple truism: im 
proving the quality of decision-making by eliminating certain sources ol 
error that prevent a group from achieving its goals can be expected to haw 
good social consequences for policy-making groups that have good goals 
otherwise not. I hope that behavioral scientists will keep this in mind wlu-u 
they are deciding whether or not to collaborate with executives who w:mi 
them to help improve the effectiveness of an organization’s policy-making 


Is a little knowledge of groupthink a 
dangerous thing? 

Even if we had more than a little knowledge of groupthink. my ansuei 
to this question would be a categorical “yes” if we have in mind a naive pci 
son in a position of power who might be led to believe that groupthink r. 
the only major source of error in policy-making and therefore Hint decisions 
can be made better by just one man (notably himself) than by a gioup .'I 
colleagues. 1 would also answer “ves” if I thought that a Mihslanlial numb* t 
of policy-makers mighl be misled into believing that preventing, gionplInnl 
should be given high prioi it\. m» dial all soi ls »>1 salejuuids shoiiId be 1 1 1 11< • 
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duced into the decision-making process without regard for hidden costs. Fi¬ 
nally. 1 would wearily say “yes” if I discovered that many executives were 
being subjected to a lot of nonsense from overly eager Faddists on their 
staffs who were taking up precious time trying to introduce some kind of 
group therapy in the conference room, like an earlier generation of faddists 
who tried to inflict parlor-room psychoanalysis on their friends. 

But my answer is “no” for anyone who takes the trouble to examine the 
fragmentary evidence on which I have drawn inferences about the condi¬ 
tions that give rise to groupthink. My two main conclusions are that along 
with other sources of error in decision-making, groupthink is likely to occur 
within cohesive small groups of decision-makers and that the most corro¬ 
sive effects of groupthink can be counteracted by eliminating group insula¬ 
tion, overly directive leadership practices, and other conditions that foster 
premature consensus. Those who take these conclusions seriously will prob¬ 
ably find that the little knowledge they have about groupthink increases 
their understanding of the causes of erroneous group decisions and some¬ 
times even has some practical value in preventing fiascoes. (IF 1 didn't think 
so, 1 wouldn't have bothered to write this chapter.) 

A little knowledge of groupthink might be valuable for anyone who 
participates in a group that makes policy decisions, whether it is the execu¬ 
tive committee of an international organization, an ad hoc committee set up 
by a government agency, the steering committee of a local business, profes¬ 
sional. or political organization, or a student committee at a college. Such 
knowledge can be especially useful if it inclines the participants to consider 
introducing antidote prescriptions, provided, of course, that they are aware 
of the costs in time and effort and realize that there are other disadvantages 
they must also watch out for before they decide to adopt any of them as a 
standard operating procedure. 

Sometimes it may even be useful for one of the members of the group to 
ask, at the right moment, before a decision is definitely made, “Are we al¬ 
lowing ourselves to become victims of groupthink?” 1 am not proposing 
that this question should be placed on the agenda or that the members 
should try to conduct a group therapy session. Rather, I have in mind 
making salient the realization that the desire for unity within the group can 
be discussed frankly and that agreement within the group is not always de¬ 
sirable. This open acknowledgment may enable some members to adopt a 
psychological set that inclines them to raise critical questions whenever 
there are signs of undue complacency or a premature consensus. One such 
question has to do with the consensus itself. A leader or a member who is 
aware of the symptoms of groupthink, for example, might ask to hear from 
those who have not yet said anything, in order to get all points of view onto 
the table before the group makes a final decision. In addition to this com¬ 
mon-sense application, some ingenious procedures may be worked out or 
spontaneously improvised so that the symptoms of groupthink are counter- 
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acted by participants who know about the groupthink hypothesis, without 
constantly reminding the group of it. 

With these considerations in mind, 1 suggest that awareness of tin- 
shared illusions, rationalizations, and other symptoms fostered by the inter 
action of members of small groups may curtail the influence of groupthink 
in policy-making groups, including those that meet in the White House. 
Here is another place where we can apply George Santayana’s well-known 
adage: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." 
Perhaps a better understanding of group dynamics among government 
leaders .will help them avoid being condemned to repeat the fiascoes of the 
recent past described in this book. 




Notes 


1 Introduction 

1 In Theories in Social Psychology, Morion Deutsch and Robert Kraus point out that Kurt 

Lewin’s “impact on social psychology continues to be felt in the work of his students and 
colleagues, including Back, Barker, Bavelas, Cartwright, Deutsch, Festinger, French, 
Hcider, Horwitz, Kelley, Lippitt, Pepitone, Redl, Schachter, Thibaut, White, Willerman, 
Wright, Zander” (p. 61). They add, “Of Lewin’s students, Festinger is the one whose work 
has had the broadest impact on social psychology . . . notably his theory of the process 
of social comparison and his theory of cognitive dissonance” (p. 62). Festinger's Iheorv of 
social comparison, his greatest contribution to group dynamics, is based on two main as¬ 
sumptions: The first is that people strive to find out if their opinions and judgments arc 
correct. The second is that when objective means are unavailable, people evaluate their 
opinions and judgments by comparing them with those of others who arc similar to them¬ 
selves (such as members of face-to-facc groups). Such comparison produces pressure to¬ 
ward uniformity. 

2 My observations of military combat units indicate that social pressures in cohesive groups 

can have favorable effects on morale and unfavorable effects on compliance with organi¬ 
zational standards of ethical conduct (Janis, 1945a, 1945b, and 1968). During the chaotic 
period following the end of World War II, many small cohesive units among the Ameri¬ 
can occupying forces developed norms that were counter to those of the military organi¬ 
zation and to the society at large; this development facilitated collective delinquent be¬ 
havior (Janis, 1968). Other observational studies (Janis, 1966) show that therapy groups 
and self-help groups of would-bc nonsmokers and dieters go through developmental 
stages conducive to uniform emotional responses of pride in membership and aggression 
toward out-groups. Recent field experiments (Janis and Hoffman, 1970; Miller and Janis, 
1972) indicate that under certain conditions, increased social contact among group mem¬ 
bers increases not only the attractiveness of the group but also adherence to norms fos¬ 
tering self-improvement (for example, giving up smoking). Under other conditions, how¬ 
ever. the informal norms that develop may subvert the original purposes for which the 
group was burned. 


.?.?*> 
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2 The Bay of Pigs 

1 Dulles and Bissell evidently were misinformed by their operatives dealing with the. brigade 
of Cuban exiles in Guatemala and neglected to check up on them to find out what they 
were really up to. The heads of the CIA also neglected to obtain a thorough, independent 
critique of the invasion plan from military and political experts affiliated with their 
agency. Supporters of the CIA have claimed, however, that the original plan might have 
been successful if it had not been greatly weakened by the curbs imposed by President 
Kennedy, especially the requirement that there should be no active military participation 
by the United States armed forces. The plan that was approved called for the exiles to 
carry out the operation on their own. Had the plan called for direct intervention by 
United States military forces, it undoubtedly would have been rejected by the President's 
advisory' group because it would have required the United States to openly engage in an 
act of unprovoked aggression against a neighboring country. Sorensen points out that 
“had the U.S. Navy and Air Force been openly committed, no defeat would have been 
permitted, a full-scale U.S. attack would ultimately have been required, and—assuming a 
general war with the Soviets could have been avoided—there was no point in beginning 
with a Cuban brigade in the first place” (p. 333). 

Within the limits of the plan as approved by the President, a specific tactical de¬ 
cision has been singled out as a possible cause of the military debacle—the President’s 
cancellation of the second air strike. Apprehensive about political attacks against the 
United Stales government touched off by the first air strike against Cuba, President Ken¬ 
nedy, after consultation with his advisers, canceled the second one, which had been 
scheduled to take place just before the landing party arrived on the beaches. It might con¬ 
ceivably have destroyed Castro’s highly effective jet planes, which subsequently pre¬ 
vented ammunition and supplies from reaching the beleaguered invaders. On this point, 
however, Sorensen argues that “there is no reason to believe that Castro’s air force, hav¬ 
ing survived the first [air strike] and then dispersed into hiding, would have been knocked 
out by the second” (p. 337). Schlesinger adds that “even on the most unlikely assumption 
that the second strike achieved total success and wiped out Castro's air force, it would 
still have left 1,200 men against 200,000“ (p. 294). At best, in his judgment, the second air 
strike might have enabled the beachhead to be defended a few more days and perhaps 
would have made possible the evacuation of the survivors. Without the aid of the United 
Slates Navy or Air Force, Schlesinger concludes, the beachhead could have been sus¬ 
tained only if a successful internal uprising had prevented Castro’s army from surround¬ 
ing the invaders. But for this, there was practically no hope at all. 

2 When asked by President Kennedy to look into the CIA’s invasion plan about two months 
before the decision was made, the Joint Chiefs at first were skeptical about the prospects 
of a small band of exiles overcoming the two hundred thousand or more men in Castro’s 
armed forces. Their view at that time was that if the United States did not intervene, a 
Cuban insurrection behind the lines was essential for success. During the subsequent 
weeks, however, General Lemnitzer, spokesman for the Joint Chiefs, confined his critical 
comments to specific details, such as doubling that two air strikes would be enough to de¬ 
stroy Castro’s air power. But the Joint Chiefs never communicated any real opposition to 
the plan and. in fact, just one week before it was put into effect, gave it their written en¬ 
dorsement. Schlesinger reporis lhal at all the meetings during the crucial period of de¬ 
cision—which took place over a ten-week period—“the Joint Chiefs seemed to go con 
tcntcdly along” (p. 250). He surmises, as does Sorensen, that they were secretly assuming 
that once the enterprise was under way, the President would change his mind and allow 
United States armed forces to complete the job if necessary, rather than risk defeat 

After the debacle, the Joint Chiefs let it be known that from a military standpoint 
they had had serious doubts about the Bay of Pigs invasion all along Inn had assumed 
that the CIA could be relied upon to make sound estimates ol (’astro's iinhlarv and pidu 
icnl weaknesses. Perhaps before the imasmn nllcmpl the hnui < duels had tell iliai u 
would be helm fin them to a\out et ilm/ing tin- < ’1 A’s imhi.ii v plan than u> bet min- •■m 
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broiled in rivalry with another agency of the government. Sehlesinger states (p. 255) that 
as holdovers from the Eisenhower administration, the Joint Chiefs were prepared to risk 
the world’s growing faith in the new American President. He implies that the Joint Chiefs 
were assuming that if the mission succeeded they would share the glory but if it failed the 
blame would fall on the President and the CIA. 

If they assumed they would escape responsibility, the Joint Chiefs were quite wrong. 
Although President Kennedy accepted full responsibility and the CIA was duly casti¬ 
gated for its defective intelligence, the Joint Chiefs received their full share of the blame, 
particularly within the government. During the days following the fiasco, the White 
House staff noted bitterly that the Joint Chiefs were releasing self-protective statements 
to the press. As soon as he fell able to do so. President Kennedy removed General Lem- 
nitzer, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, replacing him with a military man of his own 
choosing. General Maxwell Taylor. President Kennedy did not hesitate to tell his close 
associates that he was disgusted with the Joint Chiefs for endorsing the military plan 
without having examined it thoroughly. Nor did the Joint Chiefs of Staff escape blame in 
accounts of the fiasco by Sehlesinger and Sorensen. The latter gives an additional reason 
for their failure. One of Sorensen’s conclusions is that the Joint Chiefs, like the CIA, 
“were moved more by the necessity of acting swiftly against Castro than by the necessity 
for caution and success" (p. 342), 


3 Schlesinger’s somewhat self-abasing confession about his failure to present his objections at 
the group meetings might be a symptom of persisting loyalty to the dead leader and to the 
group. He appears to be saying, in effect, "Don’t put all the blame on President Kennedy 
or on the other leading members of our team." This theme is not apparent in other por¬ 
tions of Schlesinger’s account of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, which level many serious criti¬ 
cisms against the Kennedy team and is far from a whitewash. Still, at present there is no 
way of knowing to what extent a protective attitude colors Schlesinger’s description of 
how the CIA’s invasion plan came to be accepted at the White House. The same problem 
arises, of course, for all accounts by pro-Kennedv authors, especially Sorensen (who has 
sought to gain political office un his record as a participant on the Kennedy team and his 
close personal ties with the Kennedy brothers). My only solution to the problem of subtle 
distortions and biased reporting is to take the position that if the facts reported by 
Sehlesinger, Sorensen, and the other authors are essentially accurate, my analysis of the 
converging pattern of this "evidence" leads to the conclusion that the groupthiuk hypoth¬ 
esis helps to account for the deficiencies in the decision-making of the Kennedy team. 


4 Bureaucratic political considerations might also have contributed to the group norm of 
trying to keep the two new members of the team happy. The President and his senior ad¬ 
visers may have realized that if they asked Dulles and Bissell too inanv embarrassing 
questions and appeared to be rejecting the work of their agency, the two chiefs of the CIA 
might be pushed in the direction of becoming allied with the military men in the Pen¬ 
tagon, who were already supporting them, rather than with the Kennedy team in the 
White House, 

Another contributing factor might have been the President’s personal receptivity to 
the idea of taking aggressive action against Castro. Although somewhat skeptical of the 
plan, Kennedy may have welcomed the opportunity to make good on his campaign 
pledge to aid the anti-Castro rebels. According to Sorensen, the opportunity to inflict a 
blow against Castro was especially appealing to the President: "He should never have 
permitted his own deep feeling against Castro (unusual for him) and considerations of 
public opinion—specifically, his concern that he would be assailed for calling off a plan 
to get rid of Castro—to overcome his innate suspicion” (p. 343). 

Obviously, these ancillary political and psychological factors arc not symptoms of 
groupthink. But they may have reinforced the group norms conducive to concurrence- 
seeking and thus could be regarded in the same general category as biased leadership 
practices that is. as conditions that foster groupthink. 
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3 In and Out of North Korea 

1 At times, the bad news from the war front was upstaged by a dramatic policy war being 
fought by the military' and civilian leaders of the United States government. For five 
months, policy battles were waged between a minority of government leaders who sup¬ 
ported General MacArthur’s demands to broaden the war and a majority who refused to 
authorize an all-out war against China. Finally, on April 11, 1951, the President launched 
his ultimate bid for a policy victory. He took the extraordinary step of dismissing General 
MacArthur after the general had made public statements that appeared to be disrupting 
the administration’s plans for peace negotiations. Following the abrupt and humiliating 
dismissal of America’s popular military leader, at a time when the public was fed up with 
the stalemate in Korea, a wave of suspicion and indignation swept across the country. It 
set in motion a new era of domestic reaction, epitomized by the irresponsible accusations 
of Senator Joseph McCarthy, who gained immense popular support for his charge that 
the Truman admimVration was guilty of treason for being soft on communism. This 
charge was deeply resented by Truman and his advisers. Ironically, it was precisely be¬ 
cause these men had wanted to be tough on communism that they had decided to send 
American forces to Korea in the first place and then had attempted to destroy the powei 
of the Communist regime of North Korea by military' occupation. 

Among the political losses to the Truman administration stemming from the de¬ 
cision to invade North Korea was the marked public reaction of antipathy to “Mr. Tru¬ 
man’s War” during 1951 and 1952. This contributed to the smashing defeat of Lhe Demo¬ 
cratic party in the presidential election of 1952. Provoking the intervention of Communist 
China gave rise to major setbacks for American foreign relations. Communist China 
gained control over North Korea and increased its influence on other countries in Asia, 
while the United States lost prestige and wrecked its chances of establishing economic 
ties and friendly diplomatic relations with the Chinese government in Peking. 

2 Truman says that the warning message received from Indian Ambassador Panikkar and 

similar messages from Moscow, Stockholm, and New Delhi were regarded as “no more 
than a relay of Communist propaganda.” He adds that “Mr. Panikkar had in the past 
played the game of the Chinese Communists fairly regularly.” Furthermore, the United 
Nations was about to vote on the resolution authorizing MacArthur to operate in North 
Korea, so “it appeared quite likely that Chou En-lai’s ‘message* was a bald attempt to 
blackmail the United Nations by threats of intervention in Korea” (vol. 2, p. 363). 

Dc Rivera comments on the reaction of Truman and his advisers to the Chinese 
threats in this way: 

The fact that the Foreign Minister could be trying to influence the United Na¬ 
tions without necessarily bluffing; the fact that good ambassadors usually are 
sympathetic to nations they are dealing with—without necessarily “playing 
their game”; the fact that with initiative and darkness a river can be crossed; 
the fact that there were no other diplomatic channels open to the Chinese— 
that there was no other way for them to deliver their threat if they had been se¬ 
rious—these facts were not considered. 

. . . It is interesting to note that while the threats of the Chinese Foreign 

Minister and the intelligence reports of Chinese troops moving toward the 
Yalu alarmed neither the United Nations Commander in Tokyo nor the Presi¬ 
dent in Washington, they did alarm the Eighth Army Headquarters in Korea. 
According to [General S. L.] Marshall, the headquarters believed that the Chi¬ 
nese would enter the war, and accurately forecast the order of battle along the 
Yalu River (pp. 146-47). 

3 The Washington policy-makers increased the risks of a military clash with Comnmuisi 

China during October 1950 by giving General MacArthur new directives that let him ile 
cide whether to attack Chinese forces in Noith Korea In mid-September. M.icAitlim 
had been inslruetcd to extend his operations noi th of the 3Xth paialiel il there was no tn 
dication ol lineal of Sown m ( Inursr ( ’omniums! eulix (I rum.in. sol ) p ts»q | he 
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same cautionary proviso was repeated in a directive he received two weeks later. But on 
October 9, three days after MacArthur's general advance into North Korea, he was given 
new instructions that failed to include the cautionary proviso. None of Truman's advisers 
balked at the abdication of presidential control, which left everything up to MacArthur’s 
notoriously poor judgment. Ncustadt has written, “In the weeks to come he would 
misjudge with tragic consequences, but it cannot be charged that he exceeded his instruc¬ 
tions” (p. 133). 

4 The assumption that North Korea, China, and the Soviet Union formed a homogeneous 

Communist bloc, with all three Communist countries acting in concert to carry out Rus¬ 
sia’s prearranged plan for dominating the Far East, was, according to De Rivera, “a grave 
conceptual error on the part of the administration.” De Rivera suggests that early in the 
Korean War (in June 1950) this undifferentiated view of the Communist world contrib¬ 
uted to the ill-considered decision to send the United States Seventh Fleet in support of 
Formosa, which meant abandoning America’s long-standing policy of neutrality in the 
Chinese civil war: “By attributing a North Korean attack to ‘communism,’ the President 
justified intervening in the Chinese Civil War” (pp. 86-87). When the Formosa move was 
discussed at a meeting of President Truman and his advisers, no one seems to have raised 
the question of whether the Formosa action might interfere with the State Department’s 
efforts to develop good relations with the Chinese Communist leaders in order to weaken 
their ties with the Soviet Union. The same misconception appears to have pervaded the 
thinking of Truman’s advisers throughout the period when the decision was made to oc¬ 
cupy North Korea. 

5 In June 1950, when the Korean War crisis arose, Kennan agreed with Aeheson and others in 

the State Department that the United States should intervene to help South Korea, but he 
felt strongly that the United States should act alone, without being encumbered by in¬ 
volving the United Nations. Later in the summer he prepared a strong set of arguments 
against authorizing MacArthur’s forces to cross the 38th parallel. 

De Rivera points out that Kcnnan’s exclusion from the advisory group follows a fa¬ 
miliar pattern for dealing with a “deviant” who is qualified for group membership but 
who holds views that would interfere with acceptance of the norms to which everyone 
else in the group wants to adhere. Numerous social psychological studies show how read¬ 
ily a deviant is rejected by the members of a group, even though he may be capable of 
performing a valuable function by challenging their unwarranted assumptions. In this 
case, Kennan’s exclusion in advance evidently saved the group from the discomfort of 
having to debate a number of potentially disturbing issues concerning alternative ways of 
viewing the Communist countries and of dealing with the war in Korea. 

6 Neustadt (pp. 138-40) claims that around the time of this meeting Aeheson, Marshall, and 

the Joint Chiefs had become sufficiently worried to believe that MacArthur should he 
given a new directive to consolidate his forces and to call off his planned offensive. Ncu¬ 
stadt, on the basis of a report by Martin Lichtcrman, says that the military chiefs asked 
Aeheson to inform the President but he refused on the grounds that since it was a military 
matter the recommendation should come from them. General Collins (1969, p. 202) de¬ 
nies this story. “That just isn’t so,” Aeheson told Collins. Aeheson read Collins the letter 
he had sent to Lichtcrman, which was the supposed source of the story, and it did not say 
what Lichterman reported. On the basis of his own observations, Collins adds, “I am pos¬ 
itive that no such request was made to Secretary Aeheson by Secretary Marshall or the 
JCS at any meeting attended by me” (p. 202). McLcllan argues that there was no reason 
to assume that these men would “engage in some kind of Gaston-and-Alphonse routine 
about who would be the first to break the (unpleasant) news to the President” (p. 33). He 
adduces documentary evidence to show that Aeheson did not believe that any changes in 
MacArthur's orders were necessary. As for the military chiefs’ being reluctant to tell the 
President about the military risks. McLcllan says that there would be no reason for them 
to keep the President ignorant of serious risks of which they were aware “unless we arc to 
assume the President is the equivalent of the pre-war Japanese emperor” (p. 30). 

Although there is evidence against Ncustadt’s claim, nevertheless the military advis- 
eis could have been quite reluctant to talk about the risks, not out of fear of incurring the 
President’s displeasure but for other reasons that led them to engage in mindguarding. 
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4 Pearl Harbor Revisited 

1 The statement by Admiral King is quoted by Morison (p. 13S). In this statement. Admiral 

King asserted that the Peeling of immunity “pervaded all ranks at Pearl Harbor.” But 
Morison cites evidence indicating that at least some of the junior officers in the fleet be¬ 
lieved the ships at Pearl Harbor to be far from immune; they openly discussed the danger 
among themselves and took active steps on their own initiative to prepare their own ships 
for a possible air attack (see pp. 93-5). No instances are cited of any high-ranking Navy 
officers at Pearl Harbor displaying comparable concern about the threat. Kimmel tes¬ 
tified that no one on his staff and none of his other advisers ever expressed any view indi¬ 
cating that an attack on Pearl Harbor might be expected (Hearings, part 6, p. 2639). Simi¬ 
lar testimony was given by members of Kimmcl's staff. Captain McMorris, for example, 
said, “1 can recall no officer who felt that there was a serious probability [of an air raid on 
Pearl Harbor) ” { Hearings , part 22, p. 527). 

2 Military commanders in Hawaii look their lead from the policy statements and warnings 

sent to them from Washington. Rut they were free to make their own decisions con¬ 
cerning reconnaissance and anti-aircraft preparations for a surprise attack. As we look 
over the list of warnings received by the military commanders and their staffs during the 
six months prior to the event, it is difficult to imagine that anyone in a position of military 
responsibility could receive such messages and continue to believe that there was no dan¬ 
ger of a destructive Japanese attack against Pearl Harbor. 

In addition to the main war warnings in the last week of November 1941, there were 
many other warning messages. Most important are the following, all fully documented by 
Wohlstetter (pp. 5-70): 

November 16, 1941; United States naval combat intelligence in Hawaii reported 
losing track of Japanese aircraft carriers. (All six of them were proceeding toward Hawaii 
for the planned attack on Pearl Harbor.) Prom this time on, constant efforts were made 
to pick up Japanese signal calls that might reveal the whereabouts of the carriers. On the 
basis of indirect, and admittedly undependable clues, the Hawaiian Naval District de¬ 
cided that the carriers were probably near the Marshall Islands, more than two thousand 
miles away. The Navy’s combat intelligence unit in the Far East District disagreed with 
this surmise and informed Hawaii that the missing carriers were most likely in Japanese 
home waters. 

December 6, 1941: A message from Admiral Stark in Washington to Admiral Kim¬ 
mel ordered Kimmel to authorize the destruction of secret and confidential documents 
now, or under later conditions of greater emergency, in American bases on outlying 
Pacific islands. In addition, the FBI in Hawaii reported that the local Japanese consulate- 
had been burning papers for the past two days. (The FBI had intercepted a local tele¬ 
phone call from the Japanese cook at the consulate who was excitedly telling a friend m 
relative that all major documents were being burned inside the building.) Admiral Kim¬ 
mel and his staff regarded this information as somewhat puzzling, but none of them ex¬ 
pressed the suspicion that Japan might be taking the final steps in preparing for an attack 
on Hawaii. 

December 7, 1941: At 6:53 a.m. the harbor control post received a message from the 
Ward staling that a hostile submarine was spotted in the wake of a United States battle¬ 
ship and that “wc have attacked, fired upon, and dropped depth charges upon submarine 
operating in defensive sea area.” The junior officer at the control post that morning inier 
preted this message as meaning dial “this is it, we’re in it!” and desperately telephoned all 
the relevant naval officers he could think of. But none of the high-ranking officers In- 
reached thought that it could possibly be a genuine emergency. According to Wohlsivttei, 
“Everyone else refused to believe that it was a submarine, or that the encounter indicated 
any immediate danger” (pp. 16-17). Admiral Kimmel and several members ol lus si.it) 
doubled the report when they heard it and were still waiting J«*i conliimalum uhcu tin- 
Japanese dive bom hers hegan the attack. 

I he airraid broadcast and I lie ,u i ouipa n\ mg sigh is an. I >iind . .a ■ \ | >l> id mg l>uui! >. 
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were ihe first emergency signals perceived as such by Admiral Kimmel and the others in 
his advisory group. All the preceding warnings had been dismissed either as unaulhcnlic 
or as pertaining to the danger of a Japanese attack elsewhere, thousands of miles away. In 
addition to the unheeded warning messages, there were several last-minute emergency 
signals that the Navy at Hawaii failed to pick up because of lack of vigilance. For exam¬ 
ple, a last-minute warning could have been obtained from the radar centers operated by 
the Army’s aircraft warning service. Admiral Kimmel’s staff had failed to remind the 
Armv that the Navy was depending upon the radar stations for information about hostile 
aircraft. As it turned out. one hour before the Japanese attack started on the morning of 
December 7, all seven mobile radar centers in the Hawaiian islands closed down officially 
for the day. (They were being operated mainly as a training operation, and their working 
hours were from 4 a.m. to 7 a.m.) By chance, two Army privates happened to stay laic at 
one of the radar stations, located at the northern tip of Oahu, because one of them 
wanted further instruction in using the equipment. At 7:02 a.m. they spoiled “something 
completely out of the ordinary” and began plotting the massive cluster of Japanese air¬ 
craft when the flight was 137 miles north of Oahu. Since it was a “fine problem for prac¬ 
ticing, they continued to plot the Japanese flight until 7:30 a.m., when it was 30 miles 
north of Oahu, at which time they were unable to discern a clear radar pattern, so the 
men closed the radar station and went home. 

Twentv-five minutes earlier, one of the men had managed to reach a duty officer on 
the telephone. This officer was inexperienced and knew nothing about radar signals, but 
he did know that a flight of United States B-17s was expected from the mainland that 
morning and felt certain that this must be what the radar operators had picked up. So he 
told the radar operator to forget it. At 7:55 a.m., this duly officer stepped outside the door 
of the radar center and saw with his own eyes the planes starling to dive-bomb Pearl Har¬ 
bor, but he believed they were American planes carrying out some kind of practice exer¬ 
cise. He was not unique. Wohlstettcr stales: “The noise of the explosion was necessary 
before anyone identified the aircraft as Japanese” (p. 68). 


3 It is conceivable that out of loyalty to Kimmel the naval commanders testifying at the 


vari¬ 


ous inquiries may have exaggerated the extent of their agreement with his judgments. Bui 
it seems unlikely that a dozen of the nation’s highest-ranking naval officers would deliber¬ 
ately give a false account of what they had said at the meetings they had attended dm mg 
the fall of 1941. Unless we are to conclude that the senior officers in the Navy group ai 
Hawaii were perjuring themselves at the hearings, it seems fairly conclusive that eveix 
one of them shared the conviction that the limited alert was all that was neccssaiv 


4 Pelfer points out in his history or United Slates-Japanesc relations during l‘>41. 

Japan had maneuvered itself into the necessity of a lil’e-.iiul-denlh choice. It 
could not remain where it was. To do so was to accept with resignation sen¬ 
tence of death by slow starvation. It had either to retreat entirely, renouncing 
all the gains it had made, or to go forward. ... It would not. ol course, wail 
passively to starve. No nation would, least of all Japan. It would not retreat. 
Again, the army could not do so without surrendering its ascendancy in the 
Japanese scheme. . . . And from July, 1941, it was certain . . . that, failing 
some miraculous intervention, war would come in the Pacific (p. 396). 


5 According to W. W. Smith. Kimmel's chief of staff, Admiral Kimmel and General Short had 
joint meetings at least twice a week with some members of their respective stalls (Hear¬ 
ings, part 26, p. 44). Admiral .Anderson, in an interview with Brownlow, described the 
cordial relations between Kimmel and Short: 

The papers said that Short and Kimmel were not on good terms, which was a 
complete falsification. Now 1 was over to see Kimmel a very few days before 
this attack and Short was announced. ... I got up, of course, to get out be¬ 
cause here was the senior Army officer coming to call on the Senior Naval 
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officer. Kimmcl said, “Sit down, Andy, don’t go. Stay here! ” I sat down and 
Short eame in and they greeted eaeh other in the cordial way that honest-to- 
God friends would, you know” (p. 88). 


6 As the erisis deepened during late November and early December, Admiral Stark became 
somewhat more eautious in his personal communications, but he blew both hot and eold, 
sometimes expressing optimism and pessimism in sueeessive sentences. For example, in 
his letter of November 23, 1941, whieh Admiral Kimmel received on December 3, he 
stated that the situation is grave, that both President Roosevelt and Secretary Hull think 
the Japanese might launch a surprise attaek. Surely this should have underlined the seri¬ 
ousness of the official warnings radioed on November 24 and November 27. But Stark 
went on to say, “from many angles an attack on the Philippines would be the most em¬ 
barrassing thing that eould happen to us. There are some here who think it likely to 
occur. 1 do not give it the weight the others do, but 1 include it beeause of the strong feel¬ 
ing among some people” (Hearings, part 16, p. 2224). 

Given the climate of uneoncern about the security of Pearl Harbor that pervaded 
the Navy group, Stark’s final statements in this letter must have meant to Admiral Kim¬ 
mel, and to those of his advisers with whom he discussed it, that the possible threat to 
Pearl Harbor need not be taken seriously. Why bother if the ehief of naval operations, 
who has more inside information than anyone else in the entire Navy, regards even the 
Philippines as an unlikely target? 


7 In their negotiations with Japan, aeeording to Wohlstetter, Secretary Hull and other repre¬ 
sentatives of the United States government made uncompromising demands, which 
greatly underestimated Japanese desperation and readiness to take great risks. Like the 
naval officers in Hawaii, the members of the War Couneil smugly assumed that the Japa¬ 
nese were so impressed by America’s military power and production potential that they 
would carefully avoid provoking the United States into entering the war. Crities of the 
Roosevelt administration point out that if the members of the War Council had given 
more consideration to the options that would have been attractive to the hard-pressed 
Japanese military elite, the negotiations during the months preceding the Pearl Harbor 
attack might have been directed toward working out a diplomatic settlement mutually 
satisfactory to Japan and the United States. The heads of both the Army and the Navy in 
Washington took the position that war in the Paeifie should be postponed as long as pos¬ 
sible, to give top priority to helping America’s allies in Europe defeat Nazi Germany. A 
more open-minded view of the alternative strategies that Japan might be considering 
would at least have led the members of the War Couneil to beeome worried when naval 
intelligence lost radio eontaet with the Japanese carriers at a time when diplomatic rela¬ 
tions between the two countries had broken down. Wohlstetter suggests that if they had 
been more upset about this development, they undoubtedly would have sounded the 
alarm loud and clear in tactical warnings to the Army and Navy in Hawaii. 

The War Council’s laek of concern about the potential danger to tire Paeifie Fleet 
was most clearly shown by the group’s failure to follow up on the warnings to find out 
what specific preparations were being made to proteet Hawaii from a surprise attack. 
Army and Navy headquarters also negleeted to inquire on their own whether a lull alert 
had been put into efleet, as the War Couneil had intended. Consequently, no one on the 
War Couneil found out until after December 7 that neither Army nor Navy leaders in 
Hawaii had issued orders for a full alert, that they had introduced no ehanges at all in air 
patrols or reconnaissance, and that they had continued to keep anti-aireral'i guns manned 
at only one-fourth strength. 

General Short gave several members of the War Council an opportunity to learn 
that he had misinterpreted the war warning of November 27 to mean that the only pre¬ 
cautions needed at Hawaii were to watch out for sabotage, lie had promptly radioed 
back an answer: “Report department alerted to prevent sabotage. Liaison with Naw “ 
(Quoted by Buchanan, p. 56.) Ills answer was leecived in Washington early on Noverit 
her 28 and was promptly distributed to Societal\ Stimson. < .eueial Maishall. ami < ion 
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eral Gerow (head of the Army’s war plans division). All three men routinely initialed the 
reply and sent it to be filed away. 

The threat to Pearl Harbor was not recognized as a serious one by any member of 
the War Council until a few hours before the attack on the morning of December 7. That 
morning General Marshall and Admiral Stark learned from a message decoded by 
MAGIC that the Japanese ambassadors in Washington were directed to submit an ulti¬ 
matum (tantamount to a declaration of war) to the United Slates at exactly 1 P.M. Eastern 
Standard Time. Colonel Bratton ofG-2, who transmitted the decoded message, had rec¬ 
ognized that the specified time in Washington was the time of sunrise in Hawaii, when a 
dawn attack might be launched. After some debate between the general and the admiral 
(Stark arguing that Hawaii had already been alerted by the earlier warnings), the two mil¬ 
itary chiefs agreed to send out a last-minute warning to Hawaii and other United States 
bases, ordering them to be on the alert for a massive attack. If the message had been radi¬ 
oed promptly, it would have given the Army and Navy in Hawaii two hours advance 
warning, but the War Department radio was unable to contact Army headquarters in Ha¬ 
waii because the office was not open that Sunday morning. Two other direct radio com¬ 
munications to Hawaii were available, one handled by the Navy and the other by the 
FBI. But the message center signal officer did not know that the message was urgent be¬ 
cause General Marshall, evidently in his haste, had neglected to mark it urgent. So the 
message was routinely seni by Western Union. It arrived in Honolulu at 7:33 a.m. and 
was still in the hands of the Western Union messenger, who was delivering it by motor 
bike to Army headquarters, when the bombs started to explode. 


5 Escalation of the Vietnam War 

1 The same questions concerning groupthink symptoms could be raised for the Nixon admin¬ 

istration, but it would certainly be premature to attempt to answer ihem. We do not yet 
have authenticated accounts of the decision-making that resulted in the invasion ol Gani- 
bodia in 1970, the invasion of Laos in 1971, and the stepped-up bombing of North Viet¬ 
nam in late 1971 and early 1972. We do not know whether such decisions and related 
ones concerning America’s unyielding stance at the so-called peace talks in Paris were 
made in the meetings of a single cohesive group of policy-makers headed by President 
Nixon or whether the President met sporadically with different advisory groups or indi¬ 
viduals. 

Published accounts of the Vietnam War policy decisions made by the Johnson ad¬ 
ministration are sufficiently rich in partially authenticated details to yield at least some 
tentative answers to the central questions that can be posed in the light of what we have 
already learned about the symptoms of groupthink. It is precisely by formulating and at¬ 
tempting to answer such questions that the full meaning of the groupthink hypothesis can 
be grasped. Here 1 am using the term “meaning” in its technical sense, as used by Carl 
Hempel, Abraham Kaplan. Karl Popper, and other philosophers of science. By formu¬ 
lating the detailed questions that need to be answered by empirical evidence to see ir the 
groupthink hypothesis applies to a particular historic decision or series of decisions, we 
are specifying how it can be tested, how factual observations can be brought to bear to 
determine whether a psychological interpretation of a series of historical events in terms 
of groupthink tendencies is confirmed or falsified. 

2 We can see the reverse trend occurring in a number of psychiatric hospitals and clinics, 

where the superintendent, the clinical director, and the staff of psychiatrists function as a 
policy-making group on basic issues concerning the treatment of patients. Some psychia¬ 
trists. in their role as executives, develop a degree of bureaucratic detachment to the 
human consequences of their decisions that matches the attitude of Washington bureau- 
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crats in the Pentagon. (Such attitudes among psychiatric personnel are shockingly por¬ 
trayed in a documentary film. The Titicut Follies.) Nevertheless, the psychiatrists in a pol¬ 
icy-making group may become aware of the detrimental consequences of this attitude 
and collectively agree that they should avoid dehumanizing the patients. When this new 
group norm emerges, we see a marked change in the vocabulary used by the policy¬ 
makers. ‘’Patients” suddenly become “men,” “women,” and “children." and correspond¬ 
ingly more humane considerations are introduced into the planning discussions. 

3 Hoopes claims that Clark Clifford, practically single-handedly, was responsible for convinc¬ 
ing the members of the group that they had to change their policy. But this point is dis¬ 
puted by John P. Roche and others. According to the Pentagon Papers, one of the major 
considerations that led to President Johnson’s decision to seek a new road to peace in 
March 1968 was “the conviction of his principal advisers, particularly Secretary of De¬ 
fense Clifford, that the troops requested by General Westmoreland would not make a 
military victory more likely” (quoted in Sheehan el al.. p. 612). 


6 The Cuban Missile Crisis 

1 When the President was not present at the group meetings, his influence was still felt to some 

extent, especially because his brother usually became the discussion leader. One partici¬ 
pant remarked, “We knew little brother was watching,” but he added that this way of 
conducting the meetings “had a healthy effect in stimulating real discussion,” probably 
because “it was less inhibiting than having the President there” (Abel, p. 58). In short, 
having "little brother” around is not the same as facing “big daddy.” 

2 Graham Allison (pp. 124-26, 204-10) asserts that “miscommunication” and “misinforma¬ 

tion" contributed to the Executive Committee’s choice of the blockade option instead of 
a surgical air strike, because the group was misinformed about the limitations of the latter 
by General Le May and other military experts. Nevertheless, Allison points out that the 
search for accurate information about the probable effectiveness of an air strike con¬ 
tinued even after the group had tentatively decided on a blockade. For example, Allison 
says that “Kennedy seemingly reconsidered” by calling a special meeting with Air Force 
experts, at which he was informed by the commander of the Tactical Air Command that 
no more than 90 percent effectiveness could be expected in a surprise air strike against 
the Cuban missile sites. Allison makes much of the fact that the 90 percent estimate was 
an underestimate based on defective intelligence that misled the Air Force experts to as¬ 
sume that the “mobile” Soviet missiles could be moved during an attack and fired from a 
different position. It is not clear, however, that the President and the members of the Ex¬ 
ecutive Committee were in any way remiss in accepting this misinformation. They could 
not be expected to challenge such intelligence estimates at that time, and in any case 100 
percent effectiveness could hardly be expected of a complicated military operation car¬ 
ried out by large numbers of men who had never before carried out comparable missions 
under combat conditions. 

Members of the Executive Committee evidently did not rest content with the dis¬ 
couraging estimates by the Air Force experts but continued their search for information 
on the effectiveness of air strikes after the blockade option was chosen. They turned up 
more optimistic estimates from civilian experts early enough to add surgical air strikes to 
their list of options well before the missile crisis ended. Nor did the members of the Exec¬ 
utive Committee fail to detect that the Air Force generals were giving misleading answers 
to questions about a surgical air strike because they were trying to sell the massive ait 
strike they favored. “By the end of the first week." Allison says, "the misunderstanding 
became apparent to several of the leaders |in the Executive Committee] " (p. 125). 

3 Alberl anil Roberta Wohlstelter suggest lli.it I’lVsiilcnl Kvime«l\‘s cautious, slep bv step 
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of the “enormous consequences" that the President knew could issue from his chosen 
course of action (p. 19). The same consideration may apply to the members of the policy¬ 
making group. Nevertheless, awareness of the possibility of nuclear war docs not neces- 
sarilv induce in all high-level government groups a cautious choice of steps that will post¬ 
pone a dangerous confrontation. The Joint Chiefs of Staff knew r perfectly well about the 
“enormous consequences" of a military confrontation; nevertheless from the beginning 
to the end of the Cuban missile crisis they consistently urged a massive attack against 
Cuba and were willing to gamble that Russia would not retaliate with a nuclear attack 
against the United States. Allison (p. 206) calls attention to the fact that even on the Sun¬ 
day the crisis ended, right after the Russians had agreed to remove the missiles from 
Cuba, the Air Force chief of staff still advised that the United States government should 
“attack Monday in any case” (R. Kennedy, p. 119). 


7 The Making of the Marshall Plan 

1 The Truman Doctrine was widely praised in the American press as a constructive effort to 

insure the sovereignty of the so-called free countries of Europe, which desperately needed 
economic aid and were threatened by the growing coercive pressures of the Soviet Union. 
But it was also severely criticized. Political conservatives believed the Iruman Doctrine 
gave carle blanche to conniving foreign politicians who would dupe America. Some liber¬ 
als and leftists' accused the Truman administration of trying to buy its way into a position 
of control over the small countries of Europe in the name of averting the alleged ‘‘Com¬ 
munist menace.” Additional criticisms have subsequently been presented and docu¬ 
mented by Williams and other revisionist historians (Barnet, Bernstein, Gardner, Kolko 
and Kolko. and La Fcbre), who retrospectively see the Truman Doctrine as a major step 
toward the polarization or Europe and as an ideological excuse Tor bolstering the ultra¬ 
rightist, reactionary regimes in Greece and Turkey in an effort to preserve and expand 
American foreign \rade. Spanier and other historians dispute the revisionists' evidence 
and defend the Truman Doctrine as a justifiable countermove to Soviet postwar expan¬ 
sion. 

Whether the truth lies on the side of the critics or the supporters of the I rummi 
Doctrine is not an issue that is likely to be easily settled. It suffices for our purposes to 
recognize that the doctrine inaugurated a period of innovative ferment in the United 
States government, especially in the State Department, and culminated in the formula¬ 
tion of the Marshall Plan. 

2 In his account of how the Marshall Plan was evolved, Dean Acheson gives relatively little 

credit to Kennan or his group (perhaps as a consequence of long-standing disagreements 
between the two men on other policy issues). Acheson claims that he himseli and Will 
Clayton were responsible for the main work done on the Marshall Plan in the State De¬ 
partment. He acknowledges that Kennams group played a role but characterizes Kcn- 
uan’s report as “more cautious than Clayton’s [memorandum), dwelling more on diffi¬ 
culties and dangers” (p. 231). 

Jones, who was also an insider, attributes considerably greater importance to the 
work of Kcnnan’s group. He gives a picture that is similar to the one we gel from ken- 
nan’s Memoirs. Clayton’s major contribution, according to Jones, was to give a vivid ac¬ 
count of the economic chaos in Europe, which imparted a sense of urgency (or taking im¬ 
mediate action. When Secretary Marshall called a meeting for evaluating policy 
proposals, according to Jones, it was mainly “to consider with Kennan the Policy Plan- 
nine Staffs memorandum on the problem of reconstruction in Europe" (p. 249). Jones 
also asserts that what the Kennan report said about long-term plans was “reproduced al¬ 
most literally" in Secretary Marshall’s Harvard speech, which launched the Marshall 
plan (p. 250). In that speech, “Whole parts or the Kennan memorandum and many of 
Clayton’s phrases and word-pictures are clearly visible” (Jones, p. 255). 
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3 Dean Acheson, who played a central role in initiating work on the Marshall Plan and in 

gaining congressional approval for its adoption, claims that Secretary Marshall was 
“wholly right” in stating that the purpose of the plan was to combat “hunger, poverty, 
desperation and chaos.” But he adds that this type of statement was not sufficient to sell 
the plan to Congress and to influential members of the American public: 

I have probably made as many speeches and answered as many questions 
about the Marshall Plan as any man alive, except possibly Paul Hoffman, and 
what citizens and the representatives in Congress alike always wanted to learn 
in the last analysis was how Marshall aid operated to block the extension of 
Soviet power and the acceptance of Communist economic and political organi¬ 
zation and alignment. Columnists and commentators might play with blood¬ 
less words and conceptions like projectors of silent moving pictures, but the 
bulk of their fellow citizens were unimpressed (Achcson, p. 233). 

4 When asked what would happen if the Soviets decided to come in, Kennan’s recommenda¬ 

tion, according to his own account, was to “play it straight” (p. 360). But a number of his¬ 
torians suggest that in saying that, Kennan was not playing straight. There arc numerous 
indications that the seemingly open invitation to the Soviet Union was little more than a 
propaganda device based on the shrewd calculation that the Soviet leaders would 
promptly refuse to cooperate. Their refusal would put the onus on them rather than on 
the Americans for whatever contentions might arise between the eastern and western sec¬ 
tors of Europe. Patterson, for example, says, “Many Europeans and Americans inter¬ 
viewed in the ‘Marshall Plan Project’ considered the American invitation a gesture 
and diplomatic finesse, placing the burden of rejection on the Soviet Union” (p. 10!). 
Patterson's surmise is borne out by a candid statement in the memoirs of an insider, 
Charles E. Bohlen (p. 91). Nevertheless, these commentators do not question the genuine¬ 
ness of the open-ended invitation to Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other countries in the 
Soviet orbit. 

5 Paul G. Hoffman, who filled the role of director of the Economic Cooperation Administra¬ 

tion, the agency that implemented the Marshall Plan, has also commented on the excel¬ 
lent quality of the Harriman Committee’s “well conceived” report and its “crucial” role 
in gaining acceptance for the plan from interested sectors of business, labor, agriculture, 
and the general public. Hoffman adds that one man associated with the Harriman Com¬ 
mittee, more than anyone else, was responsible for the quality of the committee’s report. 
That man was Richard M. Bisscll, Jr., a professor of economics at the Massachusetts In¬ 
stitute of Technology, who was appointed the full-time executive secretary of the Harri- 
man Committee and performed the heroic task of coordinating and synthesizing the work 
of the committee. This same man subsequently became deputy director of the Central In¬ 
telligence Agency and during the Kennedy administration was mainly responsible for co¬ 
ordinating (perhaps it would be more accurate to say miscoordinating) the work on the 
ill-conceived Bay of Pigs invasion plan. Here again we find that a hero in a group of criti¬ 
cal evaluators can become an anti-hero in a group of consensus-seekers. The performance 
of a man with high capabilities evidently can deteriorate markedly when he becomes a 
member of a policy-planning group in which groupthink tendencies are dominant. 


8 Generalizations 

1 Among the examples of the reassurance Chamberlain received from members of his in net 
circle are several described in his diary entries for September 1938, when lie and the otlici 
members were planning for a summit conference with Hitler to settle the Czechoslovak 
crisis. Chamberlain reports that he was not sure at first that the plan would succeed. Allvi 
Horace Wilson suggested it to him. Chamberlain talked n ovei with Simon, Moure, and 
Halifax. According to Chamberlain's puu.tle dial v, Halifax, unlike the others, was hesi 
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tant: The plan was "so unconventional and daring that it rather took Halifax's breath 
away" (Feiling, p. 357). But then, Chamberlain adds, he decided not to abandon the plan 
because the response from Henderson, the member of the inner circle stationed in Berlin, 
encouraged him to pursue it. On September 3, 1938, with Halifax’s uncncouraging reac¬ 
tion still in mind, Chamberlain was far from enthusiastic about the new plan: "I hope all 
the time,” he wrote in his diary, “that it won’t be necessary to try it” (Feiling, p. 357). But 
by September 11, after further discussions with members of the inner circle, he was ea¬ 
gerly looking forward to “the opportunity for bringing about a complete change in the in¬ 
ternational situation." By that time, the only risk he mentions in his diary is that “Hitler 
might act so unexpectedly (against Czechoslovakia] as to forestall it" (Feiling, pp. 360- 
61). 

2 Comparative studies should provide us with fairly dependable evidence on situational and 

structural factors that make a difference. This type of research ought to enable investiga¬ 
tors not only to test hypotheses concerning the effects of situational factors we already 
know something about but also to discover the circumstances present when the quality of 
a group’s decision-making is adversely affected by groupthink and absent when the same 
group (or a comparable group) functions effectively as a decision-making body. Compar¬ 
ative investigations might also provide evidence concerning the interactions of predispo- 
sitional factors (personality, social background, training) and situational or structural fac¬ 
tors (nature of the crisis, type of risks, role assignments), so that we could gradually build 
up our knowledge of the sorts of persons most vulnerable to each type of circumstance 
that promotes groupthink. 

3 Some of the implications of the distinction between deliberate conformity based on fear of 

recrimination and nondeliberate conformity based on concurrence-seeking tendencies 
are illustrated in the diagram below. 



Group Cohesiveness 


Ilypotheticul curves showing expected relationships 
between cohesiveness of the group and errors from 
deliberate conformity and from groupthink tendencies. 
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The inverse relation between cohesiveness and deliberate conformity out of fear of recrim¬ 
ination is represented by the descending curve in the diagram. In contrast, a positive rela¬ 
tion between groupthink tendencies and eohesiveness is represented by the ascending 
(solid-line) curve. The assumption that groupthink tendencies can be partially counter¬ 
acted is represented by the dashed line, which shows the expected decrease in groupthink 
tendencies from various administrative changes that meet the conditions 1'or preventing 
or counteracting eoneurrenee-seeking tendencies. (The dashed line could also represent 
the lower degree of eoneurrenee-seeking expected when eohesiveness is based on en¬ 
hancement of competence and other task-oriented values rather than on purely social re¬ 
wards of friendship and prestige.) When none of the conditions that counteract group¬ 
think are present, the combination of the two conformity curves (deliberate conformity 
out of fear of recrimination and concurrence-seeking) will produce a U-shaped eurve. 
with the optimal level falling somewhere in the middle range of eohesiveness, where de¬ 
liberate conformity is substantially lower than at zero eohesiveness but where concur¬ 
rence-seeking tendencies have not yet become very strong. By optimal level, I mean the 
degree of eohesiveness that gives rise to the fewest errors in decision-making. The optimal 
level corresponds to the lowest point on the combined U-shaped curve, which, for two 
eombinable curves like those shown in the diagram, occurs near the point where they in¬ 
tersect. When groupthink is partially counteracted, the combination of the curve for 
groupthink tendencies (the dashed line) with the curve for deliberate conformity results in 
a U-shaped curve whose lowest point is much farther to the right; that is, the optimal 
level is at a higher level of eohesiveness. Theoretically speaking, if groupthink could be 
eliminated, there would be nothing to add to the curve for deliberate conformity, and the 
optimal level would be at the highest possible degree of eohesiveness. The main point is 
that the more effectively groupthink is counteracted, the higher will be the optimal level 
of eohesiveness. 

4 Roger Brown (1965) has suggested a similar influence process in his discussion of social psy¬ 

chological experiments on the “risky-shift” phenomenon, which show that individuals arc 
frequently led to favor risky decisions after they have participated in a group discussion: 

the risky members would seem to be influential only because they have hap¬ 
pened to hold views or values to whieh the group is already disposed. They 
seem to influence because they are representative of what the group in any case 
wishes to do. They are in the vanguard only because they are going the way the 
herd is already headed (Brown, pp. 687-88). 

5 One implication of the speculative notions about elation and the sense of omnipotence is 

that members of a cohesive policy-making group would actually enjoy undergoing an ex¬ 
ternal crisis requiring drastic action against an enemy. But obtaining evidence of such 
reactions among government policy-makers is difficult because no responsible govern¬ 
ment official would be likely to admit publicly that he enjoys having his country plunged 
into a crisis that brings it to the brink of war. However, positive reactions of elation have 
occasionally been reported by leading participants in nonmilitary battles over social is¬ 
sues. Romain Rolland, for example, has described his elation in response to the upsurge 
of protest among Freneh liberals who displayed a remarkable degree of unity in attacking 
the French military establishment at the time of the Dreyfus affair. In February 18%. 
when the Dreyfusards were mobilized by the opening of the sensational trial of Emile 
Zola, who had accused the French military authorities of a framc-up, Romain wrote in 
his diary; “1 would rather have this life of combat than the mortal calm and mournful 
stupor of these last years. God give me struggle, enemies, howling crowds, all the combat 
of whieh I am capable.” Senator Rane, another supporter of Dreyfus, recalled that during 
that period, “It was exciting; one felt alive; nothing is so good as a lime of action, in coin 
bat in the consciousness of the cause” (Quoted in Tuchman. 1966. pp. 204 205). 

6 Some predictions about personality predispositions also follow from an explanation <>l 

groupthink in terms of self-esteem enhancement. We would expect the symptoms ol 
groupthink to occur with the highest frequency in small pomps made up ol poisons who 
are disposed to seek tor social suppoil whcnevci ihe\ me icqmiod to assume lespoiiMlul 
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iiy for controversial policy decisions likely to be criticized by friends as well as by oppo¬ 
nents. On the basis of recent studies of personality and social conformity, we would ex¬ 
pect that this disposition would be strongest in persons who are characterized by 
relatively low self-esteem, relatively high responsiveness to social disapproval, and unusu¬ 
ally acute conflict in situations where there is an opportunity to indulge in rewarding but 
unethical actions or to exercise power in a way that could gratify unacceptable self-ag¬ 
grandizing needs. 


9 Preventing Groupthink 

1 In a crisis the use of decision-making procedures that take up a great deal of time and lead 

to hesitation when rapid decisions may be urgently required can be disadvantageous and 
even disastrous. However, all the fiascoes discussed in this book were actually planned 
piecemeal over a long period of time, often with one small commitment growing out of 
another. Ironically, of all the foreign policy crises 1 have studied, the one that pul the pol¬ 
icy-makers under the greatest time pressure was the Cuban missile crisis. The policy¬ 
makers knew that if United States action was delayed, the installations would be com¬ 
pleted and the missiles would be armed with atomic warheads, posing a tremendous 
threat to American cities. Nevertheless, the group debated die issues thoroughly and ex¬ 
amined critically many alternatives. This suggests that if the members of a policy-making 
group give priority to critical scrutiny of alternatives, they can somehow find the time to 
do so during a crisis. 

2 A leader who absents himself from some of the meetings, as President Kennedy did during 

the Cuban missile crisis, might become somewhat perturbed when he returns to discover 
that the group has moved toward a consensus on adopting a policy alternative to which 
he objects. This puts him on the spot because if he feels strongly that the group’s judg¬ 
ment is wrong, he is at a disadvantage at that late dale in trying to persuade the members 
otherwise, unless he glaringly uses his power, which might impair his relations with his 
advisers and even create a permanent rift with those who feel resentful that the chief has 
devalued their judgment. After one traumatic experience of this type, a chicT executive 
might thereafter attend all meetings and try to steer his advisers in the direction he wants 
them to eo. 

C 
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5 Escalation of the Vietnam War 

In preparing Chapter 5, 1 made extensive use of the Pentagon Papers, both the New York 
Times single-volume work prepared by Neil Sheehan and his collaborators and the full twelve- 
volume edition published by the United States government. One of the main sources of inhu¬ 
mation about the attitudes, expectations, and norms shared by the members of Johnson's advi 
sory group is an eye-opening inside account published in 1968 by James C. Thomson, Jr., .i 
historian on leave from Harvard who spent five years as an observing participant, first as an 
East Asia specialist in the State Department and then as an assistant to McGeorge Bundv m 
the White House. Similar inside information was obtained from The Lost Crusade, a book ul 
memoirs by Chester Cooper, who was an official in the State Department during the Johnson 
administration and participated in the aborted attempts at peace negotiations during 1965 
1968. 

Additional material on peace negotiations and on the military courses of action consul 
ered by Johnson's advisory group was drawn from The Secret Search for Peace in Vietnam, In 
David Kraslow and Stuart Loory, two journalists who interviewed many government officials 
involved in forming United Stales policies concerning the Vietnam War. The Limits of lmet 
vention , by Townsend Hoopcs, former undersecretary of the Air Force, describes the social ami 
political pressures put on Secretary of Defense McNamara and other high officials who. to 
ward the end of the Johnson administration, became disillusioned and began to favor decsea 
lation of the war. Additional observations bearing on attitudes of the members of Johnson's 
inner circle were obtained from The Tuesday Cabinet, by Henry F. Graff, a historian win* was 
given the opportunity to interview President Johnson and his principal advisers during cadi ol 
four critical phases in the Vietnam War between 1965 and 1968. 1 also made use of Lyndon H 
Johnson’s book of memoirs ( The Vantage Point) and two published interviews with Bill 
Moyers. Background material was obtained Irnm publications by Leslie < iclb, Phillip (ie\elm 
Roger Ililsman. Daniel P.llsberg, llliiel Pool, (icmpe Reedy. loin Wickci. Ralph k Winn 
and others-. 
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man (1967), R. Kennedy (1969), Schlesinger (1965), and Sorensen (1965). Robert Kennedy and 
Theodore Sorensen were key members of the Executive Committee and attended praelicalh 
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Hilsman, as director of intelligence for the State Department, was familiar with the private 
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7 The Making of the Marshall Plan 
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which gives a detailed account of the making of the Marshall Plan, based on Jones’ direct »>1 < 
servations as an insider in the State Department and the internal documents to which he li.nl 
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